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Chapter One 
"And what do you want for Christmas, young 
man? Have you been a good boy this year?" Derek 
muttered, leaning back against the wall in the dark 
hallway, the padding in his Santa suit making each 
movement awkward. This section of Martin's 
Department Store was used only by staff. Right 


now, he was alone. 


He answered his own question. "I've been an 
exemplary boy, Santa. All I want is someone to 
love me. Is that too much to ask? A little 
something for Santa for a change. No more losers 
and no more rough stuff. I just want someone nice, 
someone who'll see me." Derek was tired of self- 
centered guys who expected things from him that 
he wasn't into; like pain for example. All right, so 
he was cute. He'd heard it all his life. Big fing 
deal. Cute didn't pay the bills. Hard work and 
several odd jobs barely allowed him to break even. 


"I see you," said a small voice to his right, 


about knee level. 


Derek jumped and nearly said a word Santa 
would never utter, especially in front of a young... 
his eyes widened... elf? 


"Okay, I'm the only Santa working today and I 
know you're not one of my helpers. So who are 
you?" Derek looked down at the little tow-headed 
elf with big sky-blue eyes by his side. Holding his 
little pointed hat in his hand, the youngster gazed 
up at him in quiet contemplation, and then nodded 
his head as if having decided something. 


"I'm Michael; not Mike, but Michael. Do you 
know anything about main headaches?" Michael 
asked, seriously. 

Derek peered down at the elf in puzzlement, 
and then realized what Michael-not-Mike probably 
meant. With forty-five minutes before he had to go 
back out to the store for another three hour shift, 
Derek could spare a few minutes now. 

"I think you mean migraines. My mom used to 
have them." His mother had suffered greatly, and 
over the years Derek had gradually learned which 
remedies best eased her pain. Then there had been 
the heart surgery, which hadn't come in time. Derek 
missed her terribly. The bills were a constant 
reminder, and the reason he was so strapped for 
cash. It would be years before those bills were 
paid off, but he sent what he could each month, 
thankful for the hospital's patience. 

"If you come with me, I'll take you to someone 
who isn't a loser and who's never rough with 
anybody. But he's got a really bad main headache 
again." With that, Michael took Derek's hand and 
tugged. Intrigued, Derek let the funny little elf lead 
him to an elevator he'd never noticed before. 

“Where are we going?" Derek asked. 

"To see my dad, but we have to be quiet 


‘cause he's really sick right now." 


Ah, so this elf was really a child whose father 
must work for the store. 


When the elevator doors opened, they were 
facing an office door in a hallway Derek had never 
seen before. A luxurious carpet covered the floor, 
and the high-end decor led him to guess that the 
store's mucketymucks, as his mom would have 
called them, worked here. Michael again took his 
hand and led him to the door. Opening it slowly, 
he raised his other hand to touch a tiny finger to 
his lips. 

Derek nodded his understanding and followed 
the boy into the darkened room. Michael closed the 
door and they stood a few seconds, letting their 
eyes adjust to the low light. A huge desk stood 
across the room in front of wide curtained 
windows. At a sound to his right, Derek turned and 
spied a bulky figure whose long limbs filled the 
generous proportions of a leather couch. One arm 
draped over his face. Derek recognized that position, 
remembering how his mother could never make the 
room dark enough to banish the pain. 

Michael stepped over to the man and touched 
his arm, leaning down to whisper into his ear. 

"Hmm?" The man's voice spoke of pain. 

Derek could barely hear the word, the faint 
question. He had never seen such a large couch. 
The man, well over six feet tall, lay stretched out 
to his full height, but still room remained for the 
overstuffed pillows plumped at either end. Shaking 
off the distraction caused by the unusual furniture, 
he looked back to the man. His experience kicking 
in, Derek walked over and sat with his back 


against the arm of the couch by the man's head. 
He leaned over and said, "Shh, relax. Let me help 
you." 

"Can't. Hurts. Michael, honey, what's... oh..." His 
question ended with a groan. Grasping the man's 
shoulders, Derek stretched one leg along the back 
of the couch. The other he set on man's other 
side, making a warm cocoon for the man's head 
and shoulders. 


"Hey..." His patient tried to sit up, but pain 
forced him down again. Derek needed to reassure 
him before he could relieve his pain. 

"Michael brought me up here. I've got about 
half an hour left on my break. I can help you if 
you'll let me. Shh, relax. My fat Santa suit makes 
a nice soft pillow, huh? I'm going to try what used 
to work on my mom's migraines, okay?" 

There was no answer, but the man relaxed 
back into the V of Derek's legs. Softly, Derek put 
his long fingers to work, starting at the forehead 
and slowly, gently, stroking the temples. Interpreting 
the man's quiet acceptance as permission, Derek 
eased his fingertips further back into the thick, 
dark blond hair. In the scant light glowing from a 
partially open door, lines of stress and pain stood 
out on the man's face. 

Meanwhile, Michael sat on the floor beside the 
couch, his small hand resting on his father's 


clenched fist. Care and love for his parent radiated 
from the little boy's face and in his posture. 

"Relax your muscles if you can. Unclench your 
fist and let peace take you. Hold Michael's hand." 
Derek knew that physical contact helped release 
tension and pain. Clearly these two shared a strong 
bond. In response to his son's light touch the man 
slowly opened his fingers. Michael slipped his hand 
into the man's much bigger one. The man sighed 
and Michael's lips curved up in a smile. 

Derek began to hum quietly, but not the 
Christmas carols one might expect from someone 
dressed as Santa. No, he hummed "Soaked" by 
Adam Lambert, his latest musical obsession. His 
mother would have loved the singer with his 
flamboyance and gorgeous voice. They used to 
watch American Idol together and rate the singers, 
most often agreeing on choices. His mom had been 
pretty cool, Derek thought with a smile. Her 
response to his being gay had been one of 
acceptance. She had supported him in every way 
possible. 

He kept his tone low and soft. His fingers 
never stopped their gentle motions. They moved 
back to the man's forehead and now drew upwards 
toward the top of his skull and into his hair. Long 
minutes passed as he kept up the soft movements 
and moved on to "Broken Open," keeping to the 


ballads. He followed that up with a soothing version 
of "Mad World." 

The man relaxed more and more; his body 
settling and his breathing slowing, and Derek felt 
happy for the first time in a long while. His life 
wasn't horrible. It just wasn't filled with joy and 
good things lately. Well, not for a long time. He 
leaned further over the man to look more closely 
at the chiseled features, gauging the degree of pain 
by the lessening of the tension around his mouth 
and the tightness bracketing his eyes. Derek knew 
he'd helped, but a quick glance at his watch told 
him he would have to hurry and get back into his 
head gear and become Santa again. 

"I'm sorry, but I have to get back to work 
now. Lots of little kids are waiting to tell me their 
wishes for a holly jolly Christmas. I hope this 
helped you." Derek scooted back a few inches. 

"No, don't go. I... you... that helped, really. 
That was nice of you. Who are you?" 

"Santa. A little elf brought me to you. I've 
really got to go now." Derek regretted having to 
leave, but he'd have to beat feet if he was going 
to make it back to his big chair in time. 

"Michael, can you sit up here with a pillow on 
your lap and do what I was doing for a little 
while more? Just be very soft and gentle." Derek 
stood and helped Michael up from the floor and 


onto the couch, putting a big pillow on his lap. He 
helped the man lean up and then back onto the 
cushion. 

"Santa?" The little boy looked up, a worried 
expression pinching his features. 

"Hmm?" 

"I can't sing those songs. I don't know them." 
Michael sounded like he might cry if he couldn't 
do it right. 

"It doesn't matter what you sing as long as 
your voice is quiet and soothing. Hum some 
Christmas carols or anything. I've got to go. Good 
luck, buddy." 

"Thanks, Santa." 

"Yeah, thanks Santa." The man gazed up at 
him for the first time and Derek almost gasped. 
The beautiful dark blue-green eyes made him think 
of jewelry or paint chips. What color were they? 
Teal. That was it. His mother had loved teal and 
fuchsia. But no one had teal eyes. They must be 
contacts. 

"Merry Christmas." Derek let himself out the 
door, closing it gently and heading back to the 


second floor where the Santa scene was set up. 


Whew, that was a trip. Wonder who the man 
was? It was clear he had the pure love of his son 
going for him. Well, that and a kiler bod with 
gorgeous eyes, soft hair, and wide shoulders. Okay, 
enough, Santa, back into the toys, Barbies, and 
video games mode . 


x x x * 


After getting off at nine Derek hurried to his 
second job as waiter at a local bar where he'd be 
serving drinks and appetizers until two in the 
morning. Not a hard job, but he'd be exhausted by 
the time he hit the sack. For now these two jobs 
were enough, but after Christmas, he'd have to find 
something else. 

Having just finished vocational school, majoring 
in business and accounting, Derek had been 
devastated when he got the news his mother had a 
heart condition. He abandoned any idea of job 
hunting in his field and took smaller jobs that 
would allow him to take care of her. She'd been 
valiant, but had succumbed to the heart disease in 
the end, leaving Derek alone in the world. That 


had happened back in February. 


He grabbed a pack of crackers for supper, 
changed into his uniform, which consisted of black 
slacks, a white shirt, and a thin black tie, and 
headed to the bar. The Tango was hopping when 
he got there at ten. After stashing his belongings 
and extra clothes in his locker --because he never 
knew when someone might accidentally douse him 
with beer of coke or whatever-- he was met by 
chaos on his way to the kitchen. Evidently Randy 
had walked out, again, threatening to never return. 
Why the manager allowed the drama queen back 
every time was a mystery to Derek. Either you 
worked somewhere or you didn't. He knew it would 
be a long hard night, covering double the area and 
doing twice the work. Oh well, he hoped the tips 
would make up for it. 


He ran like a maniac all night. When he 
finally trudged up the steps to his tiny apartment 
in the cold early hours of Saturday morning, he 
wondered why he hadn't developed a migraine of 
his own. 

That thought brought to mind the scene in the 
office with the little boy and his father. Michael-not- 
Mike was a cute one, and his love for his father 
touched Derek. He didn't suffer from the ‘woe is 
me, I never knew my father' syndrome, but he 
recognized pure love when he saw it. His own 
father had died right after he was born, so Derek 
had never even known him. 

He wondered why the kid had been wearing 
the elf outfit; he hadn't been part of Derek's Santa 
job. Maybe he'd see him today or tomorrow when 
he went in. Right now, he was ready to pass out. 
Well, after a shower to rid himself of the reek of 
smoke and liquor and sweat. 

He slept until nearly eleven and did some 
quick chores before going in to work. Martin's was 
one of the largest department stores in Lexington, 
with several more spread over the south. But the 
chain had started here, so this was their base of 
operations. 

It was Saturday, and with only two weeks left 
before Christmas, parents would be bringing their 
kids in droves to have their pictures taken with 


Santa. Derek got ready in the locker room and 
headed out, hoping he wouldn't have to deal with 
any more smart ones like last night. He chuckled 
wryly at the memory of the little girl who had 
asked, "How come if you're a fat Santa, you got 
long skinny fingers, huh?" 

He'd responded with, "How come you're such a 
pretty little girl, with your blue eyes and your 
curly hair, huh?" She'd laughed and told him she 
didn't want dolls. She wanted books, lots of books. 
The kid must have been all of four. You go, Mom 
and Dad, good job. 

He'd almost finished his second shift when he 


glimpsed a certain elf inching closer to him from 
beside the long line of children and parents. When 
the boy got close enough, Derek asked him, "Hey, 
Michael-not-Mike, how's your dad today? Headache 
gone?" 

"Yes. He's in a meeting now. He'll probably 
have another headache, though. He's having them a 
lot." Michael sat down on the floor beside Derek's 
knee. 

"So, do you work here, too? I mean, as an 
elf." Derek kept an eye on a mother who was 
trying to coax a crying child to come up to him 
for a picture. He turned his attention away from 
Michael for a moment. 

"There now," he crooned, reaching for the child. 
"What's got you so upset today, huh? Shh. Your 
Mama wants a good picture to remember you at 


this age, and you don't want it to be with a red 
face and your eyes all scrunched up, do you?" 

When she stopped crying, he lifted her to his 
knee where she could see his snowy beard and the 
tufts of white hair on his brows. "That's better," he 
said. When she reached to snatch the spectacles 
from his nose, he ducked. She giggled and he 
knew Mama would get her picture. 

When his shift finally ended, he stood. Michael; 
all but forgotten on the floor beside him, stood, 
too. 

“Wanna come with me?" Michael asked. 

“Depends. Where are you going?" Derek 
wondered if his dad was still in the meeting. 

"I'm hungry. Do you want to come have supper 
with me?" Michael asked, reaching for Derek's hand. 

"Isn't anyone watching you? How come you can 
just show up here and there all over the store? 
Does your dad know where you are? Where's your 
mom?" Derek looked around for the boy's father. 

"I told you my dad's in a meeting, and my 
mom died a long time ago. I'm s'posed to be with 
the babysitter, but she's mean, so I left and came 
to find you." Michael said it like it made perfect 
sense. Derek immediately pictured a frantic 
babysitter searching the store. Not wanting to upset 
Michael, Derek started with some easy questions. 


"So, what's with the elf costume? I thought 
you might be working here like I am," Derek said. 

"Daddy got it for me." Michael sneered. "Tawna 
says it looks stupid." 

"Who's Tawna?" 

"My new babysitter. She's a bitch," Michael said 
seriously. 

"Michael!" Derek exclaimed. "How old are you?" 

"I'm six and I'm in first grade. Why?" 

“Because that's not a word for a six year old 
to use. I don't think your dad would approve." 

"I'm sorry." Tears glittered in Michael's eyes. 

"Hey, don't get upset. It's okay. You just might 
want to ditch that word until you're older, huh? So, 
should we go find this babysitter, so you don't get 
in trouble? Besides, she's got to be worried about 
you by now." Derek decided he'd deliver Michael to 
this Tawna and try to grab a snack to get him 
through his last shift. It was hard work being a 
jolly Santa for the little ones when your stomach 


was rumbling. 


"I don't think so. Besides, she's not my real 
babysitter. That's Cindy, but she's gone home _ 'cause 
of it being Christmastime and she doesn't live here. 
Well, ‘cept when she's in school, you know." 


Michael led him back to the elevator they'd 
used the day before and Derek found himself in 
front of the same office door. This time, though, 


Michael turned to the left and they entered another 
office down the hall. 

"There you are, you little brat. Where in the 
hell have you been?" A big-chested, over-made-up 
blonde scowled at them from behind the desk. She 
didn't appear to be very concerned to see the boy 
arrive with a stranger. Michael's fingers tightened 
around Derek's. Derek returned the grip. Bitch! 

"He's been with me. I'm sorry you didn't know 
he was helping Santa tonight," Derek lied. 

"Max didn't tell me anything about him helping 
any Santa. You," she pointed a blood red nail at 
Michael, "are supposed to be in that room watching 
cartoons like I told you. Now come here." She 
came around the desk and reached for Michael, her 
nails digging into the boy's slim shoulder. Malice 
flashed in her eyes. 

She reminded Derek of the witch in Snow 
White. When he was a small child, his mother had 
taken him to see the movie, and there was a film 
crew outside the theater when they came out. A 
lady with a microphone came up to him and asked 
him what he remembered most about the movie. 
He'd replied, "Witch got long fingers!" Witch, bitch 
-- either worked for Tawna in this case. 

He spoke his thoughts. "Oh, I don't think so. 
Michael is part of the Santa display on the second 
floor. I'll take responsibility for him. I'm sure you 


have a lot to do here." An emery board and a 
bottle of clear nail polish sat out on her desk. He 
gently took her hand and pulled it away from 
Michael's body. Out of the corner of his eye, he 
saw Michael rub the place where her nails had 
dug into him. 

"Well. I'll be talking to Max about this. I'm 
supposed to be watching his son. Max trusts me." 
she said self-importantly. 

"That's fine. Michael and I are going to grab 
something to eat before we get back to work," 
Derek said. He quickly ushered Michael back out of 
the office. 

As the elevator door closed, Derek said, "By 
the way, you're excused for using that word." 

Michael gave a little giggle. Derek grinned. 
This kid was pretty smart, and he didn't deserve to 
be left with a woman like that. Derek would gladly 
take the fallout from Daddy Max. 

"I've only got about ten minutes left before I 
have to go back to work, so let's find some food 
quickly so I can get my breath gum in and be 
ready to smile for more kids." 

"I thought your breath always smelled good," 
Michael said, grinning up at him. 

"Job requirement. By the way, where do you 
live? Do you and your dad have a house or an 


apartment in town?" Derek had wondered that 
before. 

"We gots a penthouse at the top of the 
building. That's where we live. It's the whole top 
floor." Michael sounded excited about that, and 
Derek couldn't blame him. 

They hustled into the small locker room where 
Derek grabbed his bag of cookies and shared them 
with Michael. They sat together on the bench 
munching. Then Derek gave Michael a piece of his 
spearmint-flavored gum and they headed back to the 
floor for his last shift. 

Halfway through the shift, things were going 
great with Michael posing as an elf in many of the 
pictures. Then, trouble barreled around the corner 
and stomped their way. 

"Uh-oh. Daddy's mad." Michael jumped up from 
the big wooden block, wrapped like a Christmas 
present, where he'd been posing for the photos. 
"I'm sorry, Santa." 

Daddy Max _ didn't look impressed. Derek 
couldn't leave his big Santa chair as another 
mother plopped a set of twin girls onto his lap. 
He tried to observe Michael and Max over the 
mama's shoulder, but he couldn't ignore the little 
girls either. 

Max was one gorgeous man, even with the 
frown marring his wide tanned forehead and 


drawing those thick brows downward. Max met 
Derek's gaze, and his frown deepened while he 
continued to listen to Michael. Derek wished he 
could see those teal eyes more closely again. He 
liked that the very tall man squatted down to 
Michael's level as he talked to him. With a last 
glance at Derek, Max picked Michael up and turned 
to stalk away. Michael wrapped his arms around his 
dad's neck and looked back at Derek. 

Derek had no choice but to get his mind back 
into Santa mode. Once again he had a moment of, 
"When is there going to be something for Santa?" 
But just as quickly he continued ho-ho-ing and 
making Christmas pictures and wishes _ special. 
Through the rest of his shift, Derek expected to be 
summoned to the office upstairs for a serious 
dressing-down. Maybe he shouldn't have taken 
Michael from the person his father had trusted to 
watch him, but he still felt he'd done the right 
thing. 

He was changing into his street clothes when 
the door to the locker room opened, and there 
stood Max. Derek felt at a decided disadvantage, 
wearing nothing but his navy boxer briefs. 

"Uh, hello." Derek reached into the locker for 
his slacks. He was due at the bar in forty-five 
minutes. 

"Can I talk to you for a minute?" Max asked. 


"Yes, sir. I have another job that I need to 
get to by ten, so I hope you don't mind talking 
while I dress." 

"That's all right," Max said, and Derek noticed 
that Max watched closely as he pulled up his 
Slacks and secured them. He reached in for the 
white shirt and turned to Max as he buttoned it. 
"I need to address what happened with Michael 
tonight," Max began. 

"Yes, sir. I'm sorry, I know I had no right to 
take him away from... Tawna, is it? Yes, Tawna, but 
he was very unhappy with her and..." 

"How is it up to you to make him happy? I 
made arrangements for his care and assumed he 
was safe with his sitter..." 

"Well," Derek interrupted, "you know what you 
do when you assume, huh?" 

"I beg your pardon?" Those heavy brows flew 
upward. 

"You know the saying. It makes an ass of u 
and me? Okay, maybe you don't. Anyway, Michael 
showed up just before my last break." Derek slid 
his tie around his neck. "And when I asked why 
he was alone he admitted that he was supposed to 
be with Tawna, but that she was a bitch." Derek 
grinned at Max's gasp. 

"My response exactly, until I met her" Derek 
went on. "She yelled at him and grabbed him with 


her claws. I bet if you pull his shirt aside you'll 
find she left marks on him. He said she was mean 
and I believed him, so I told her he was working 
with me. You're right, it wasn't my place to do 
that, and I apologize. But frankly, if I were you, 
and this isn't my place either, but I wouldn't leave 
a child I loved in the care of someone who clearly 
thinks he is a, and I quote, 'little brat'.". Derek 
sighed, knowing he'd overstepped, but unwilling to 
retract any of it. 

Max studied Derek in his uniform a moment, 
and then said very slowly, "She hurt him?" 

"I don't know. She didn't hit him in front of 
me, but when she took hold of his shoulder she 
dug her nails in, and when I pulled him away 
from her he rubbed the spot. He enjoyed sitting 
with me and talking to the children and being in 
some of the pictures. I'm sorry if you're upset with 
either of us. I'll take the responsibility for it. He 
didn't ask to stay with me, but after she grabbed 
him I thought he might be safer with me. But she 
said you trust her, so if that's true, well, that's up 
to you. I really have to go to the Tango now. My 
shift starts soon." 


"The Tango? The gay bar on Fourteenth?" 


Uh oh. Did Max have something against gays? 
Would he freak out now about the fact that Derek 
had been taking care of Michael? 


He drew a breath. "Yes." 


"Nice place," Max said. 


Okay, then. This time it was Derek's eyebrows 
that rose in surprise. 


"I won't keep you. I know you have to get to 
work. Will you come to my office tomorrow, say 
about a half hour before you start your shift?" Max 
half turned to leave. 

"Yes, sir. Uh, am I being fired?" Derek had to 
start making plans if that was the case. But if that 
was the case, why was he coming back tomorrow? 

"Not at all. I'll see you in the morning." Max 
left a bewildered Derek to hurry out to his next 
job. 


Chapter Two 

Max pulled Michael onto his lap, and as 
Michael chattered away about his latest adventures 
in Mario Two on his Nintendo DS, Max made the 
appropriate comments at the appropriate times. He 
ran his hands over Michael's hair and cupped his 
neck. He nodded as Michael told him about 
commercials for a new game, and gently moved his 
son's shirt aside to look at his shoulder. Michael 
flinched away from Max's fingers as they carefully 
moved across four red curved marks just over the 
top of Michael's bony little shoulder. 

"Don't, Daddy," Michael said with a frown. 

"What happened to your shoulder, Michael?" 
Max moved the shirt back over the marks. 

"It's okay. I know I was bad." Michael's 


animated features turned somber. 

"You're right. You shouldn't have left your sitter 
and gone wandering in the store. Anything could 
have happened to you. I know that you know your 
way around, but you know I couldn't stand it if 
anything happened to you, right?" Max kept his 
voice calm, though inside he seethed, having seen 
the marks that woman had put on his son. 

"I'm sorry, Daddy. I won't do it again, I 
promise." Michael's head went down and Max knew 
he was genuinely sorry. Michael was a good kid, 
the best in fact. The two of them made a perfect 


pair. 


“Michael, I forgive you. Just don't go doing 
anything that could get you in trouble. I need my 
best buddy forever, yeah?" Max pulled the boy 
closer to his chest and Michael put his head on 
Max's shoulder. 

"I love you, Daddy." Michael sighed into Max's 
neck and melted his heart. 

"You, too, buddy. Now, tell me something," Max 
said, pulling Michael back and looking into those 
eyes that were so like his own. Michael nodded 
slowly, waiting. 

"Are you really scared of Tawna? Has she been 
mean to you before? Has she ever hurt you before? 
Michael, has she ever hit you?" Max held his 
breath. He'd asked the questions quietly so as not 
to alarm Michael, but he had to make an effort to 
relax his tightly clenched muscles as he waited to 
hear what Michael would say. 

"I'm afraid to answer. I don't want you to be 
mad," Michael admitted. 

"Have I ever done anything to you when I was 
mad? Michael, you're not afraid of me, are you?" 
Max had never even conceived of such a thing. 

"No, Daddy. You would never hurt me. But she 
told me, I mean, she said..." Michael ducked his 
head again. 

Max put a finger on Michael's chin and raised 
his face so he could see those eyes again. He 


waited for Michael to finish without prodding him 
further. 

"She told me I better never tell you anything 
bad about her." 

"What kinds of things is she talking about?" 
Max asked. "What does she do? She's supposed to 
make sure you have plenty to do, plenty to eat, 
and to answer any questions you have." Max 
smoothed a hand down Michael's hair. "So, what 
did she want you to keep quiet about? You can 
tell me. You won't get in trouble." Max hugged 
Michael close again, thinking that might make it 
easier for the boy to answer. 

"She don't like me. She calls me a brat all 
the time and says I'm a pain in the... uh, she says 
this Daddy, not me. She says I'm a pain in the 
ass and I better not bug her and make noise or 
anything. She's got real mean eyes when she talks 
to me." Michael lay motionless across Max's chest, 
his head on Max's shoulder. He reached with his 
little hand, touched Max's face, and whispered, "I 
think she likes you." 

Max almost snorted his disdain for that theory. 
"Tell me the rest of it. Has she been getting you 
meals when I'm not here like I asked her to do?" 

Max was thinking of the times he'd come in 
from meetings, or from being on the floor with 
‘this crisis or that' and catching Michael up as he 


ran to him. Michael always asked if they could 
have a treat. Had his child been hungry and not 
fed properly? Tears came to his eyes as he thought 
about how negligent he'd been in the care of his 
child. He tightened his arms around his son. 

"Michael, you are the joy of my life. I won't 
have anyone being mean to you in any way. I 
guess I owe Santa an apology. I'm glad he took 
you away from Tawna and kept you with him. He 
said you enjoyed helping Santa and being in the 
pictures. Is that true?" 

"Yeah, it was fun. He's nice to me. You didn't 
yell at him, did you? He was just being a good 
Santa. He makes the kids laugh and smile for the 
camera, and tells them he knows they have good 
hearts even when they say that they've been a 
little bad. I think that's really nice of him, don't 
you?" Michael squirmed to move back so he could 
look at Max again. Max sat him on the desk in 
front of him and wrapped his arms around him, 
scooting his chair closer until they were huddled 
close together. 

An idea brewed in Max's mind. "What if I 
asked Santa if you could work with him on his 
shifts while he's here? Just him though, not the 
others. This one seems to like you a lot. Would 
you like that?" 


Michael's eyes lit up and if he hadn't been 
sitting so close to Max, his feet would have been 
kicking. As it was, they tapped lightly against Max's 
stomach. God, he loved this kid. 

"Would you ask him? I bet he'd say yes. I'd 
love that so much. I hate just sitting here all day. 
I mean, I like the games and TV, but it gets 
lonely." Michael put his hand up to cup the side of 
Max's face, grinning when it scraped over Max's 
short whiskers. Michael giggled, rubbing his hand 
back and forth. "Daddy, you need to shave. You're 
scrubbly.". Michael laughed at the word they had 
made up together. 

"You're right. Let's get a late snack. I've called 
a new babysitter to come for a couple of hours. 
I'm not leaving until you're asleep, okay, buddy? 
But I have to go do something, and I think it 
needs to be done tonight. I'll be here when you 
wake up and we'll see about finding you a_ better 
sitter for the next two weeks. After the holiday is 
over, we can relax a little and spend some more 
time together." 

"Okay, Daddy. I know you have to work. You 
know what I wish?" Michael said, his hand still 
moving over Max's face. 

"What's that, buddy?" 

"I wish you had somebody to love you. You 
don't need no more losers. You need somebody that 


sees you." Michael spoke with such solemnity that 
Max scooted back a little to search his son's 
features. Where in the world had that speech come 
from? 


“Michael, honey, what made you say that?" 


"I know you said you changed and that you like 
guys. That's okay with me. I know the word for it 
is gay. I've heard the kids at school talk about it, 
too. We got one girl in class who has two dads 
instead of a dad and a mom. Gracie says they love 
her a lot. But you don't have anybody. I don't 
want you to be lonely, Daddy. You need somebody 
to see you." 

"Wow, you are some kind of son, you know 
that? You see me. That's enough for right now. I 
love you, Michael. Now, tell me what you'd like to 
eat and then we'll watch a little TV together before 
bed." To his surprise, Michael asked for chicken 
nuggets and a salad. 


Good Lord, he expected social services to knock 
on the door and say he was the worst parent in 
the world. His son was hungry. He'd been 
mistreated by the woman Max had appointed to 
watch him during his hours at work. Max wanted 
to hang his head in shame. And Tawna Fisher 
would rue the day she'd decided to try to get to 
him through his son. 

x x x * 

Max parked his silver Lexus in a dark corner 
of the lot by The Tango. He wasn't sure why he 
had come here, but he hadn't been able to squash 
the impulse. The first time Max had met Derek 


Campbell, he hadn't noticed much about him 
because of the intense pain of his migraine. The 
second time, Derek had been wearing his full Santa 
suit. So when Max had watched Derek dress earlier 
in the locker room, he'd nearly been floored by the 
compact, beautifully built man. He'd wanted to go 
to him and see if those tight little muscles were 
as flexible as they looked, if the skin was as 
velvety as it appeared, and if those big eyes really 
were as rich as chocolate. 

Max slammed his car door and headed into the 
bar. He'd been here before, twice. The first time 
he'd just admitted that he was gay and had come 
to look around, finally at liberty to do so. He 
hadn't engaged anyone in conversation, but instead 
had soaked up the atmosphere of freedom to be 
himself among others who shared his preferences. 
The second time he had talked to the bartender for 
a few minutes and, been propositioned three times. 
He'd left alone, suspecting he might like this new 
life. 

That had been a couple of years ago. He 
hadn't dated after his wife's death, and it hadn't 
taken him long to figure out why. He'd married 
Sylvia because his family had expected it, and 
because he hadn't been able to admit that women 
didn't do it for him. He'd experienced niggles of 
interest in men, but he'd forced himself to ignore 


them. He'd been married only two years before 
Sylvia and her parents died in a small-plane crash 
while she was visiting them. 

Thankfully, Michael had not been with her. He 
couldn't even remember his mother. Max sometimes 
felt bad about not missing her more, but he knew 
they eventually would have divorced. Sylvia had 
been Norwegian, a beautiful blonde, but she hadn't 
been a warm mother or wife. They hadn't fought, 
but theirs had been a cold existence and he hadn't 
been happy. He doubted that she had either. 

Max opened the door of the bar and realized 
he was already searching for Derek. He'd looked up 
Derek's file when he'd picked up Michael tonight. 
Derek Campbell, twenty-five; brown hair, brown eyes, 
five-nine; and sexy as hell earlier in those navy 
briefs. Derek had listed one of last year's Santas as 
a reference, as well as the owner of this bar. Max 
wondered what Derek's story was. He seemed like 
a hard worker, but these weren't very lucrative 
jobs. Derek was a puzzle, and Max liked puzzles. 

He made his way to the bar and ordered a 
beer, then searched for both Derek and a table. 
Spotting one goal, he headed to the wall on the 
left side of the dance floor and snagged a small 
table a waiter was just wiping down. When he sat 
down, he saw that the nice butt he'd been 


admiring as he crossed the club belonged to the 
object of his search. 

"Hello, Derek." 

Derek's head jerked up and his eyes widened 
when he saw Max sitting at the table he'd just 
finished bussing. 

"Um, hello. Can I get you something?" Derek 
looked confused, even a little worried. 

"Relax. I'm not stalking you," Max said. 
"Though I do want to talk to you. You're not in 
trouble, so get that look off your face. I'm not 
hungry, but you could bring me some wings or 
something. Do you have a break soon?" 

"I haven't had a real break yet tonight. We're 
short one waiter, but I'll see if I can grab a few 
minutes. I'll bring your wings and a refill on that." 
Derek indicated the beer. 

"Actually, bring me some iced tea with the 
wings. I'm not much of a drinker." 

Intrigued, Max watched as Derek left his table 
and turned the order in. He was like poetry in 
motion, moving among the tables, the dancers, and 
the standing observers with lithe grace. Max found 
himself getting hard, unable to take his gaze from 
the nimble young man. 

From over his shoulder, he heard a slurred 
voice, say, "If you're hoping to hit on that tonight, 


you're destined for disappointment. Derek doesn't put 
out." 

Max turned to find a nice looking man, with 
red, close-cropped hair standing over his table. He 
wore an Armani suit and seemed to be alone. He 
looked like a business man, and on any other night 
Max might have invited him to sit. Tonight, though, 
he didn't want Derek to return and find the other 
chair occupied. 

"Thanks for the update," Max said, trying to be 
dismissive, but not rude. 

Derek approached and Max sat up straighter. 
Derek leaned down to talk into Max's ear. 

"I can only take about ten minutes, but I can't 
sit out here with you. I'd never be left alone. The 
break room in the back will be empty now. You 
can have your wings there and we can talk if you 
want." 

Max hoped when he stood up that his erection 
wasn't as prominent as it felt. It strained his 
zipper, and he didn't want anyone making remarks 
about Derek just because he had a hard on from 
watching the man wait tables, for heaven's sake. 
The worry didn't keep him from following that 
sweet little butt and those wide shoulders to a 
small room furnished with a couch and a table and 
chairs. 


Max saw the table had been set with cutlery 
and napkins. The wings and tea were there, along 
with an order of fries and a glass of ice water. 

"I hope you don't mind if I eat, too. I haven't 
had anything except the cookies Michael and I ate 
between shifts tonight. Is that why you're here, 
about Michael? I was going to come see you before 
my shift tomorrow. He's okay, isn't he?" Derek 
sounded like he really cared about Michael. 

"He's fine," Max said. "I came to apologize for 
both my behavior and what looks like negligence on 
my part as a father. Michael's regular babysitter, 
Cindy, has gone home for the holidays to be with 
her family, so I had to make emergency 
arrangements." Max looked down at the wings, they 
smelled wonderful, but didn't tempt him nearly as 
much as the man across from him. "Tawna seemed 
so eager to be responsible for him, and I was 
caught up in the many problems of the store. I 
want to thank you for being there for my son and 
recognizing a bad situation that needed to be 
rectified. Tawna doesn't work at Martin's anymore." 

"I didn't mean to get her fired, but Michael 
seemed scared of her. That was the second time 
he'd come to me, and I was worried about him. 
Like I said, I know it wasn't my place to..." 

Before Derek could go on, Max interrupted him. 


"Stop. I feel bad enough. I followed your 
suggestion and took a look at Michael's shoulder. I 
found four fingernail marks on him, and while 
they'll leave small bruises on his skin, he's not hurt 
badly. Thankfully, he's not traumatized, either." Max 
turned his tea glass around and around on the 
table in a nervous gesture. "But to discover that 
Tawna was mean to him, didn't feed him as I'd 
arranged for her to do, and that she was verbally 
abusive to him, makes me feel like such a loser as 
a father. I can't tell you how I felt when I finally 
got the whole story out of him. It's only been four 
days, but if you hadn't brought it to my attention, 
it might have gone on longer; with me totally 
oblivious to the situation." Max reached across the 
table for Derek's hand, covering it with his own. 

"Tell me, do you have only these two jobs 
right now?" Max asked, holding Derek's hand and 
liking the feel of his skin against his own. 

Derek's expression turned slightly wary. "Yes. I'll 
have to find another after Christmas. I have a 
degree in Business and Accounting, and I've been 
looking for a job, but it's been hard. I, uh, lost 
my mom to heart disease recently and I've been 
trying to pay off the hospital debt. Her insurance 
wasn't the best. It barely covered her surgery and 
care." Derek's head came up suddenly and he 


asked, "You're not going to tell me I've lost my job 
there, are you?" 

"No," Max assured him with a laugh. "I told 
you, you aren't going to be fired. I'm really pleased 
to hear that you have a degree in business and 
accounting. I lost a secretary’ tonight, not to 
mention a babysitter for Michael. This is turning 
out to be a good thing. Derek, would you _ be 
interested in taking over Tawna's position, both as 
my secretary and Michael's babysitter? You can still 
do the Santa thing, and Michael can continue being 
Santa's elf, if you'd like. What do you think? I 
know you're probably overqualified for secretarial 
work, but it would be another job. I can offer you 
a nice salary. What are your hours here?" 

"I don't know what to say. I'd love to work 
for Martin's. Can you hire me without checking 
with anyone else? I don't even know what you do 
there. But yes, I'd like to watch Michael. He's a 
great kid." Derek fell silent and tilted his head, a 
smile slowly growing on his face. "In answer to 
your question, I work here on Tuesdays, 
Wednesdays, and the weekends. It's hard to be 
Santa during the day and then bus tables here 
until two on the weekends, but it's only for a 
couple more weeks." 

"With what I'll offer you, you might even be 
able to quit this job if you wanted to, or maybe 


just work weekends. Or you could work for me 
during the week and here on the weekends. Your 
debt would be paid off sooner and I would have 
someone trustworthy to watch Michael. What do you 
think?" Max held his breath, surprised by how 
much he wanted Derek to take the job. The idea 
of working closely with Derek made his heart jump. 

"You can do that? Just offer me a job like 
that? You know, I don't even know who you are! I 
only know you as Daddy Max." Derek grinned, 
looking sheepish. 

"Max Martin. I own Martin's Department Stores, 
all eight of them. I can offer you the job and pay 
you well for it. I'll let you think about it and you 
can give me your decision tomorrow, when you 
come in for your shift. But right now, you should 
eat something and get back to work." Max reached 
for a chicken wing. "Any chance I could get a 


dance if I stay ‘til close?" 


Derek's eyes widened, then he _ nodded; his 
brilliant smile drawing Max's attention to his lips 
and making him wonder how they might taste. 
Derek caught his look and blushed. This guy is 
delightful Max thought. He had to ask one more 
question. 


"Are you seeing anyone?" 

"No, sir" Derek replied seriously. "I wouldn't 
dance with you if I was seeing anyone else." 

"Drop the sir. I'm Max, and if you take the 
job, maybe Mr. Martin." He grinned. "We'll see 


about that then. But tonight, I'm just Max." 

Nodding, Derek consulted his watch and nearly 
inhaled his box of fries. When he'd finished, Max 
took his wings and tea and headed back out to 
the bar. 

His table was taken, so he sat at the end of 
the bar and ate his wings, drank his tea, and 
watched what he considered to be the floor show; 
Derek's graceful movements in and around everyone 
as he worked. At closing time Derek locked the 
door behind the last patron and came over to Max. 
He glanced at the bartender and said, "I'm taking 
a few minutes, then I'll do clean up. I owe this 
man a dance." 

Max was glad to see the bartender nod as he 
reached for a switch behind him, killing all the 
lights except the ones over the bar. Derek went 
over to a large, old-fashioned jukebox in the corner, 
dropped in some money, and punched in numbers. 

"I played two," Derek said. "Is that alright?" 

As the first notes of Beyonce's "Halo" came on, 
Max opened his arms and Derek walked into them. 
Max released a long sigh, savoring the sensation of 
the other man against him. Derek was about seven 
inches shorter, so his head fit perfectly in the 
hollow of Max's shoulder. Their feet weren't doing 
much moving, but they shuffled enough to call it a 
dance. Max brought one hand up to run his fingers 


through the hair he'd been dreaming about touching 
since he'd first seen it. 

Derek's hair was light brown. Fine and soft, it 
tumbled across his forehead with a slight wave, 
while in the back it hung straight to his collar. 
Max moved his fingers through the soft locks and 
shivered. He could have sworn he heard a whimper 
muffled against his shoulder. 

Drawing back a bit, he looked down at Derek 


and asked, "Are you okay?" 


Derek nodded quickly and leaned into him again. 
He slid his arms around Max, moving them slowly, 
hesitantly, over Max's back. Max eased closer still, 
until he felt Derek's cock hard against his upper 
thigh. He shifted so that he knew Derek could feel 
his arousal pressing against Derek's stomach. Derek 
shivered and tightened his arms. The song ended, 
but Max kept his feet moving, his arms tightening 
around Derek as Michael Buble came on with "Save 
the Last Dance." Oh, nice. 


"Will anybody get upset if I kiss you?" Max 
looked over at the bartender who busily wiped 
down the bar while the other waiter stacked chairs 
onto tables. 

"I don't think so. Don't care either. If you 
don't like how I dance, can I still have the job?" 
Derek joked. 

Max laughed and then dropped his head, 
pressing his lips to Derek's. Yeah, it was a bad 
idea, coming on to someone who would be working 
for him, but he couldn't bring himself to worry 


about that now. Not when Derek tasted so 
wonderfully of mint rather than the fries he'd had 
for dinner. Had Derek used a breath mint, maybe 
hoping to be kissed? 

There was no denying it, Max was falling for 
him. Derek fit so snugly against him, and he kissed 
like a dream; soft, but not sloppy. Derek kissed like 
a man, his tongue thrusting into Max's mouth, 
sweeping through and conquering Max in seconds. 
Max met Derek's tongue and sucked on it, relishing 
the feel of it inside his mouth. Images sprang to 
his mind of the two of them on his king sized 
bed, without covers or clothes between their naked 
bodies. 

He'd better get out of here. 

The music stopped and Max drew his mouth 
from Derek's, but he couldn't look at those wet lips 
without wanting to dive back in. Slowly he drew 
his hands away, one from Derek's hair and the 


other from the small of his back. 


“Tomorrow. Think about it. This," Max pointed to 
Derek and then to himself, "won't affect your job in 
any way, so don't worry. I'll work up a salary and 
we'll talk... well, later today. Get some rest and I'll 
see you soon." Max leaned to drop aé quick kiss 
onto Derek's slightly open mouth. Damn! He loved 
that mouth. 


Derek followed him to the front door and stood 
in the doorway watching as Max's car drove away. 
Max knew this because he looked in the rearview 


mirror and saw Derek standing there with one hand 
up to his mouth and the other wrapped around his 
body. 


Chapter Three 


So, Daddy Max was Max Martin, owner, not just 
one of the executives in the company. Wow. And, to 
go a little further in the OMG category, Max was 
clearly gay despite the six-year-old son evidence to 
the contrary. Derek chose to believe the evidence of 
the dance and the kiss as the true indicator of 
Max's preferences. Damn, the man could kiss, 
besides being drop dead gorgeous, a loving dad, 
unbelievably rich, and the best part, interested in 
him. Him. Derek Campbell. Maybe Christmas was 
coming early this year. 


Derek rode the elevator up to the offices. The 
moment the doors swooshed open he heard a high- 
pitched scream followed by, "Daddy, stop!" 

For an instant Derek froze, not sure what to 
do. Was Michael in trouble? That blood-curdling yell 
implied it, but surely... ah, giggles. Derek breathed 
out again as he heard the little boy's laughter, 
followed by a growl from Max. The office door 
across from the elevator opened and Michael peeked 
out, laughing. 

"I told you I heard the elevator, Daddy. It's 
Santa... I think. Where's your red suit, Santa?" 
Michael's eyes were shining as he ran to Derek. 

Derek reached down to pick Michael up. As he 
did, Max appeared in the doorway; peering at his 
watch. 

"I'm early. I'm sorry. I can come back. I was 
just...’ 
was anxious to gaze into those odd teal eyes again 


Derek stopped, not wanting to admit that he 


and discover whether or not last night had been a 
dream. 

"No, that's fine. We were just going to order a 
late lunch. Would you like to join us?" Max offered. 
Stepping back, he invited Derek inside. 

"Yeah, eat with us, Santa," Michael said, his 
arms around Derek's neck. Then, looking serious, he 
whispered, "I know you're not really Santa, but I 
don't know your real name." 

Derek stopped just inside the door, put Michael 
down and bent to offer his hand. "Hi, Michael, I'm 
Derek Campbell. Nice to meet you." 

Michael giggled again and shook his hand. "Hi, 
Derek. What do you want for lunch?" 

"Whatever you're having will be fine." 

Max chuckled. "You might want to rethink that. 
Michael has ordered a hot dog and mac and 
cheese." 

"Sounds good to me. Beats the ramens I had 
for breakfast." Derek followed Michael over to the 
big couch and sat by him. 

"Hmm." Max considered. "I think we can do a 
little better. How about what I'm having? Chicken 
salad and fruit?" 

Derek's stomach growled appreciatively at the 
mention of grown up food. He'd grown sick and 
tired of cheap soup and canned spaghetti. Max 
seemed to read his mind and laughed. 


Beside him, Michael giggled, and Derek chucked 
him under the _ chin."What's got you all tickled, 
goofy?" 

"You're watching my daddy. You like him, I can 


tell. I bet he sees you, too." 


Derek considered the funny phrasing, and then 
remembered that at their first meeting Michael had 
overheard him saying that he wanted someone who 
saw him. So, Michael thought his dad might be the 
one, huh? 


He tousled Michael's hair then held a finger to 
his lips. "Shh. That's enough out of you, little 
matchmaker." 

"What's that mean?" 

"Never mind." To change the subject, Derek 
went into Santa mode. "What do you want for 
Christmas this year, Michael? Have you been a 
good boy?" He opened his arms and Michael 
crawled onto his lap. 

With a very serious face, Michael said, "I've 
tried to be good. I promised I won't go wundrin' 
around the store anymore, ever, without someone 
with me. Daddy couldn't stand it if something 
happened to me and I don't want to make him 
unhappy, so I'm going to be so good." Michael 
looked from Derek to Max, who was walking back 
over to them after ordering a meal sent up. 
Martin's had a nice cafe on the first level. 

"That's a good boy, Michael, but you didn't tell 
me what you wanted this year." He leaned down 


and whispered in Michael's ear, "Ho, ho, ho." 

Michael laughed. "Ho, ho, ho. I want a pet. I'd 
like a great big dog, but a little cat would be 
okay, too." 

Derek glanced up at Max, whose pained 
expression suggested this wasn't a new request. 
Derek raised his brows in question. Max nodded, 
and resignedly mouthed, "Cat." 

"Well, since you've been such a good boy and 
you promise not to worry you dad anymore, I'll see 
what I can do about that. A pet is a big 
responsibility, though. Are you going to make your 
dad take care of it, or will you do it?" Derek 
grinned as Michael squirmed on his lap. 

"T'll do it. I'll take such good care of it. I'll 
hold it and pet it and feed it. I'll play with it and 
make sure it's not lonely ever." Michael bounced up 
and down with enthusiasm. 

"Hey, buddy." Max lifted Michael from Derek's 
lap and raised him high over his head, making the 
boy giggle again. "Why don't you go next door and 
play Mario while I talk to Derek for a few 
minutes? I'll call you when lunch is here. Deal?" 

"Okay, Daddy. Please give Santa Derek the job. 
I like him a lot. He sees you." 

Max questioned Derek with a look, then set 
Michael down and sent him off to play with a pat 
on his bottom. 


At the door, Michael turned back. "Bye, uh, 
Mr...?" He tilted his head, a frown on his little 
face as he tried to remember Derek's last name. 

"Derek is fine, if that's all right with your 
dad." 

Max nodded and Michael smiled. "Bye, Derek, 
see you in some minutes." 

As both men chuckled, Max said, "Sometimes 
his word choices blow my mind." Then he sat on 
the couch beside Derek. 

"He's a great kid, Max, really. He's very sweet 
and he really loves you." 

"Listen, I want to thank you again for 
recognizing a situation and bringing it to my 
attention. I'll admit I was a little freaked at first, 
but after seeing the marks on him and hearing 
what he said about the way Tawna treated him; 
well, I felt like I'd failed my son." Max's voice 
shook. 

"It goes back to that assuming thing. You 
thought you had it covered. I'm sure this Tawna 
acted much differently around you, you know, made 
you think she cared about him and so on." 

Max shook his head. "Maybe, but I should 
have paid more attention. This is my son." 

Derek touched Max's arm. "Hey, as soon as 
you found out, you took care of it. I'm curious, 


though. She didn't seem like much of an employee, 
if you don't mind my saying so." 

Max dropped his head for a moment, and then 
with a much quieter voice began, saying, "You've 
earned the right to question my decision-making in 
this instance. Tawna was recommended by my 
previous secretary; Martha, who'd been with me for 
many years. Tawna is her niece. It was a bit of 
an emergency situation since Martha became ill and 
her doctor told her she would need to retire due 
to the nature of her illness." Max brought both 
hands up to scrub over his face, as if trying to 
erase the memories. He continued with his story. 

"She talked like she loved children and was 
thrilled to be spending time with Michael. I'm a 
total embarrassment as a parent. I can't tell you 
how this has hit me." 

"Aw, hon, give yourself a _ break." Derek 
smoothed his hand over Max's. "It's done now, and 
Michael is safe. So, tell me about this job offer? 
I'm very interested. I'm not above doing secretarial 
work, especially for the owner of Martin's. I 
wouldn't mind spending more time with Michael. As 
you said last night, he could work as an elf with 
me downstairs on my shifts. He's great with the 
other kids." 

Max glanced down at Derek's hand, and Derek 
wondered if he should have touched him just as he 


asked about the job. Did it look like he was 
offering more than to work for him? He jerked his 
hand back. 

"What's the matter?" Max asked, looking quickly 
into Derek's eyes. 

"I, uh, I just didn't want you to think I was 
trying to..." Derek didn't want to finish the 
sentence. 

"Didn't want to look like you were coming on 
to me to get the job?" Max guessed accurately. 

Derek blushed. "Yeah." 

"Relax. I didn't think that. You were being 
kind. Here's what I was thinking..." 
to name a salary that nearly made Derek gasp, but 
how professional would that be? When Max went 


Max went on 


on to explain the position, Derek knew he more 
than qualified for the job. 

"Come with me. I'll get you the keys so you'll 
be able to come and go as you please." Max stood 
and went to the doorway Michael had disappeared 
through, and told him they'd be back in just a 
minute, and that lunch would arrive soon. 

They left Max's office and headed for Tawna's, 
down the hall. Max showed Derek where things 
were and then reached into the middle drawer 
where the keys were; except they weren't. 

"Now that's not right. She was told to leave 
her keys right there. As a matter of fact, I saw 


her put them there while she was clearing her 
things out." Max scratched his head. 

"Did you watch her leave?" Derek asked; his 
mind working. 

"Yeah, she... wait, no, I guess I didn't. My 
phone rang and I walked down the hall while I 
talked to someone from the cafe. She walked by 
me and huffed her way onto the elevator, shooting 
daggers from her eyes. So for a couple of minutes 
she was alone here. What the hell would she take 
the keys for? 

“How mad was she?" Derek wondered aloud. 

"Pretty pissed, actually. But not nearly as much 
as I was, thank you very much. Let's get back. I 
don't want Michael alone for long. First thing in 
the morning, I'll have the locks changed and new 
keys made." 

Derek followed Max back to his office. The 
elevator ‘dinged' and a waiter stepped out, pushing 
a cart covered with silver domes. Lunch had 
arrived. 

Derek offered to take over for the waiter, and 
at Max's nod, the man left. Derek rolled the cart 
into the room and set it up in front of the couch. 
Max called Michael and caught him in his arms as 
the boy barreled into the room. Derek smiled at 
the bond between the two. Max set Michael down 


on the couch and indicated that Derek should sit 
on the other side of the little boy. 

Lunch was delicious and fun, especially with all 
the zany questions Michael asked. Derek felt like he 
was at a show. It made for quite an enjoyable 
meal. 

"Do you think I'll be as tall as my daddy?" 

"This boy in my class said the funniest thing 
last week. He said do chickens have lips. So, do 
chickens have lips?" 

"I have blonde hair like my mom, so does 
your mom have brown hair?" 

"Can you swim? I can. Daddy can, too." 

"Have you ever been to Bangladesh? I like that 
name. Bangladesh. Isn't that a cool name?" 

"We went out to eat one time and this guy 
that was there for a meeting with my dad ordered 
this stuff. It was slimy looking. They said it had a 
funny name, but it was snails. Can you believe 
that? Snails! Daddy tried to get me to stop 
laughing, but I couldn't." 

Michael's train of thought switched from one 
track to the other so quickly that Derek only 
managed to get a few answers in between the 
questions and comments. Derek decided that the 
mind of a six-year-old was an amazing thing. 

The child was thrilled to learn that Derek 
would be his new babysitter, and excited that he'd 


be allowed to wear his elf costume and sit with 
Derek during some of his shifts. He threw his arms 
around his dad and kissed his cheek, and then 
turned to Derek and did the same. Derek met 
Max's eyes over Michael's head and smiled. 

"Wait," the boy said suddenly. "You're going to 
be dad's secretary? But isn't that a girl's job?" 

“Not anymore. Maybe it was a long time ago, 
but it's an important job. What I need, though, is 
more in the nature of a personal assistant." Max 
said. "I could use some help with appointments. 
Now that I think about it, I never had Tawna do 
any planning or scheduling for me and her aunt 
used to do that. You reckon I never trusted her 
and didn't even realize it?" 

"Secretary, personal assistant, glorified gofer, any 
of it sounds fine to me. I'll take on any extra 
chores you come up with. Maybe if you had some 
of the stress taken off you, you'd have fewer 
migraines. With the salary you're offering, I might 
even quit my other job completely," Derek said. 
"Michael told me you both lived in the penthouse." 

Michael looked at Max as if asking permission. 
Max nodded, and Michael pointed up at the ceiling. 

"Cool," Derek said. "Talk about a short 
commute." 

Max told him, "It's very big for just the two 
of us, but someday we hope to have someone join 


us. 

"f I had a pet, it wouldn't be so lonely up 
there," Michael said, not at all subtly. 

Max grabbed Michael and rubbed his head, 
wrestling with him and laughing at the little boy's 
persistence. 

"Guys, this has been fun, but I've got to get 
downstairs and suit up to work my shifts. There 
are only two today because it's Sunday. Shall I 
start work tomorrow, Max?" It made Derek happy 
to think about working so closely with both Max 
and Michael. 

"I'll walk you to the elevator. Michael, wait 
here for me, okay? I've got a small trip planned 
for us today." 

"Okay, Daddy. See you, Derek." 

When they got into the hall, Max touched 
Derek's arm before he rang for the elevator. Seeing 
the look in Max's eyes, Derek didn't hesitate to 
step into his arms. Standing this close, Derek got a 
chance to look closely into Max's eyes and saw 
that they were naturally gorgeous. No contacts, just 
a deep teal color that was truly mesmerizing. 

"Mmm." Max held him close. "I wanted to do 
that all day. I can't tell you how good you feel in 
my arms. I hope I'm not alone in this." 

"Not at all. I'm right here with you, enjoying 
being in your arms. I hate that I have to go, but 


I don't want to be late." Despite the claim, he 
didn't move a muscle to step out of Max's arms. 

Max tightened his hold and rocked from foot 
to foot, back and forth, chuckling. "I know. I'll be 
good and let you go. We need to work something 
out, though. I want to spend some alone time with 
you that has nothing to do with work. Oh, and one 
of the first things I want you to do is start 
looking for a kitten for Michael for Christmas. 
You're not allergic, are you?" 

"Hmm-mmm. I'll check around. He'll be so 
happy. Listen, I have to go, Max. Quick kiss?" 
Derek felt bold for asking, but didn't want to leave 
without a kiss. 

Max dropped his mouth down to Derek's in a 
kiss that took Derek's breath away. It was strong 
with open mouths, teeth, tongues, and _ passion 
flaring. Derek groaned and tried to pull Max tighter 
to him. Neither heard the door open behind them, 
but they heard the giggle before it closed quietly. 

"Uh-oh." Derek knew Michael would be tickled. 
He was worried about how Max would handle it. 

"Little stinker. My fault. Go on, I'll see you in 
the morning. I'm taking him to a movie and out 
for supper. Have a nice afternoon. I'm looking 
forward to tomorrow." Max went to Michael and 


Derek went to work. 
x x x * 


Derek had been working for Martin's in his 
new capacity for a week now. He'd quit his job at 
the Tango and was getting more sleep than he had 
in months. He found the work he did for Max 
interesting and stimulating. Max was one busy CEO, 
and Derek found juggling his meeting schedules, 
occasional charity appearances, and general daily 
business in the office challenging. 

It had taken him a couple of days to realize 
that Tawna had focused on whatever’ kept her 
within Max's radar; having gone to him often, 
according to Max, with questions and problems that 
Derek handled on his own. Twice, Max expressed 
Surprise at how easily Derek had attended to 
matters that Derek considered basic. Where 
previously two or three people had pitched in to 
help with Tawna's duties, now, thanks to Derek, the 
others were free to focus on their own jobs. No 
wonder Max had suffered from migraines. 

Max had the locks on the office doors changed 
that Monday morning, but the missing keys kept 
niggling at Derek's mind. Why would Tawna take 
them? Derek kept a close eye on Michael when 
they were out of the offices and in the store. 
Sometimes the two of them went down to the cafe 
for lunch together. Michael enjoyed that, chattering 
away to Derek about this or that. A couple of 
times, Max had joined them. Most of the staff 


showed an appreciation for Derek's abilities and his 
good nature, because he took the time to learn 
their names and build a good rapport with them, 
something his predecessor evidently hadn't bothered 
to do. 

It was Monday, and Friday was Christmas. 
Derek had no plans this year since he was now 
alone in the world; his family all gone. He figured 
he'd stay home, order out, and watch the parade 
like he and his mother used to do, maybe think 
about her and just be lazy. 

He'd managed to locate a local animal shelter 
with kittens the right age for adopting and made 
arrangements to pick one up for Michael on 
Thursday. He'd already used the card Max had 
given him to procure all the things they would 
need to care for the new pet, including food and 
toys. He'd talked to the shelter owner and been 
assured the kitten would be ready, having had all 
the necessary inoculations. The lady told him that 
the kitten was one of two left from a litter, and 
she was hoping someone would take the last one 
before long. Derek had to bite his tongue to keep 
from saying he'd adopt the remaining kitten. Having 
a pet had never occurred to him before making all 
the arrangements for Michael's. 

There hadn't been as much time spent alone 
with Max as Derek had hoped, but there were 


longing looks passed between them as they worked 
together or passed each other during the day. 
Derek took on more and more duties. He made 
arrangements with the dry cleaners for Max's suits 
and took over some of the household chores such 
as ordering food for the penthouse, like cereal and 
healthy snacks for Michael. 

"You busy?" Derek heard Max's voice and 
experienced the shiver that it usually induced. Max 
had been out of the office all day at meetings with 
the managers of the other stores. Derek had 
arranged for refreshments in the conference room at 
four, and it was near that now. Michael was sitting 
by him, having just finished working on his own 
very important papers. Derek had installed a small 
desk next to his and Michael spent time with him 
daily, working alongside him on papers for Daddy. 

"Not right this minute. I've got to get down 
for my shift. Michael, hon, go on and change into 
your costume," he said. Michael jumped up and ran 
to Max for a quick hug before going into the 
adjoining bathroom to change. "I'm getting ready to 
close here and go. Is there something you need?" 
Derek locked the desk drawers and stood. 

"You mean besides some alone time with you?" 
Max grinned ruefully and stepped closer. Oh, how 
Derek craved a kiss from him... or several. 


"Yeah, besides that. I need to schedule in some 
time for that, huh?" Derek said, not really teasing. 

"Now there's an idea." Max came even closer, 
and Derek thought he was going to lean down for 
a kiss. His heart pounded. Then he heard Michael 
coming out of the bathroom. 

"Derek, I'm ready. Daddy, are you going to kiss 
Derek again?" Michael looked up at them 
expectantly. 

"Thought about it, kiddo, but no time right 
now," Max said, bending to pick Michael up again. 
"How's my favorite elf today?" 

"I'm good, Daddy. Me and Derek have to go 
take pictures now. I'll see you after my shift." 
Derek and Max both laughed at those words 
coming from a six-year-old. 

Max set Michael back down and said, quietly 
to Derek, "I'll see you after your last shift tonight." 

Derek shivered again at the promise in the 
words. Before he could say anything, the elevator 
opened to reveal several of Max's business 
associates, here for the meeting. 

Santa had an extra bit of sparkle that 
afternoon. The photos would probably be the best 
of the bunch just because Santa was so damn 
happy and excited about the evening. 


Chapter Four 

That night, Max was indeed waiting for him 
when he finished his shift. Michael had long since 
been picked up by his dad and was presumably in 
bed when Derek's phone buzzed as he was 
changing. 

"Can you come to the penthouse? I want to 
see you. Are you hungry?" Max's voice was husky 
and Derek started to ask if he was talking about 
food. 

"IT can and I am, but don't go out of your 
way. I'll just be happy spending time with you." 
Derek didn't bother beating around the bush. He 
wanted Max to know he was interested in taking 
their... he didn't know if it could be called a 
relationship... further. He just knew he wanted his 
hands on Max and vice versa. So much so that he 
had to remind himself that the elevator was not 
taking longer than usual to arrive, it just felt like 
it. 

And boy, did he get what he wanted.. 

“Michael's asleep. I have some snacks for you, 
for later. Right now, I need you." 

Derek responded by walking right into Max's 
arms, head tilted to offer his mouth. 

Max took Derek's mouth with all the passion 
that had built up during the past week of wanting 
and not having. Derek knew this, because he felt 


the same way. He pushed against Max, wanting to 
be closer to the hard heat that drew him as a 
magnet drew iron shavings. 

Max pulled away, and Derek's disappointment 
must have shown on his face, because Max 
chuckled. "Let's go. I don't want Michael to wake 
up and come looking for us. I want a closed door 
and I want you naked." He hesitated. "Too much?" 

"Mmm, not yet. Lead the way." Derek let Max 
take his hand and tug him down a hallway that 
had become familiar, from all the time he'd spent 
in the penthouse with Michael. Now, his entire 
focus centered on the hand he held and the 
exciting body he followed. 

Derek stepped into the room and moved aside 
while Max locked the door. Then Max turned to 
him and whispered, "I still have a monitor so that 
I can hear if Michael wakes up. Otherwise, it's just 
you and me. Finally." 

Derek didn't say anything, not vocally. He 
reached for the buttons on Max's shirt and began 
to open them, getting his first view of Max's body. 
There was just enough hair on his chest to make 
it sexy without being a wooly carpet. Derek showed 
his appreciation by leaning in to lick first one 
nipple and then the other. He liked the sound of 
Max's indrawn breath and the way Max clutched 
his head, holding him in place. 


"Mmm, Derek, that feels so good," Max 
murmured as Derek's lips trailed upward to his 
neck, settling behind his earlobe. Derek felt Max's 
body shudder as his lips moved and his tongue 
sought flesh and flavor to entice his senses. He 
nuzzled his nose against Max's neck as he nibbled 
on a collarbone to tease. He needed more; he 
wanted to feel all of Max against him. Stepping 
back, he reached for Max's belt. 

Before long Max stood naked before him while 
Derek's reverent gaze took in his perfection. He 
didn't even give Max time to reach for him, but 
shed his own clothes in less time than it took Max 
to form a request. Max rewarded him by drawing 
him close again and dropping his mouth to cover 
Derek's eager one. Figuring Max was as strong as 
he was big; Derek put his arms around Max's neck 
and hopped, circling his legs around Max's waist. 

Max was quick to catch Derek against him and 
hold him even closer. Derek's arms tightened around 
Max, and he sighed at the thought that they 
couldn't get any closer. But he was wrong. Max 
carried him to the bed and pressed him down onto 
it. For a few seconds his full weight pinned Derek 
to the mattress, and Derek loved it. When Max 
tried to move, Derek held him still. 

"Stay. I love the way you feel on top of me. 
I'm surrounded by you, Max. You smell good, feel 


good, and I want you so much. I want you to fuck 
me so badly I can hardly stand it." 

Max chuckled softly, but he shifted to take 
some of his weight from Derek. The thick, soft 
navy comforter felt wonderful under him, and Max 
felt even better around him. Max was big enough 
to do that, be both beside and over him, and 
Derek ran his hands over as much of that gorgeous 
body as he could reach. He reveled in Max's 
amazing shoulders that tapered to a trim waist and 
lean hips, and those muscular legs that went on 
forever. 

"Derek, this week has been crazy. I've thought 
about kissing you, making love to you, so many 
times. You've changed my life, both at home and at 
work. My migraines have even stopped. You've been 
so good for me. Now I want to be good for you, 
with you." 

Derek brought his hands up to Max's cheeks 
and held him for a long, passion-filled kiss. He put 
all his feelings into it and Max groaned as he 
reciprocated fully. Suddenly, Max tore his lips from 
Derek's and turned away. Derek nearly gasped in 
dismay until he saw Max reach into his bedside 
table. 

Derek kicked the covers down to create a 
comfortable nest for them to play in. The sight of 
Max's ass tempted him to reach over and slide his 


hand over the rounded globes. He caressed the 
smooth skin there then eased his fingers into the 
crease, teasing them lower and lower until he 
touched his fingertip to Max's hole. Max jerked at 
first, but then pushed back, clearly wanting to feel 
more. Derek gave it to him, easing in just a little, 
not going too far without lube to make it easier. 
He certainly didn't want to hurt Max. This was all 
about sharing and feeling good. Max turned to face 
him and Derek lay back against the pillows, waiting 
for him, opening his arms when Max was ready. 

Max placed his items on the pillow beside 
Derek's head and leaned down for a kiss. Derek 
opened his mouth and met Max's tongue with his 
own, playing for a moment, then sucking Max's 
tongue into his mouth. He opened his eyes and 
saw Max looking at him. For some reason, that 
turned him on. He'd never thought about it before, 
but he usually closed his eyes when he kissed 
rather than meeting a lover's gaze. The look in 
Max's eyes had him hotter than he'd thought 
possible. 

Derek groaned and continued to suck on the 
lithe little muscle inside his mouth, keeping his 
eyes on Max's as they darkened and _ smoldered. 
Finally Max closed his eyes, as if capitulating in 
some contest. Derek did the same, focused now on 
the feeling of Max's tongue dueling with his own. 


Only the need for a deep breath made him break 
the kiss and pull away. 

"Max, I'm pretty much already yours, but make 
it so, please." Derek knew he sounded like he was 
begging, but he didn't care. 

"Oh, baby, you don't have to ask me twice. 
Just for the record, I'm pretty much yours, too. 
What do you think of that?" Max reached for the 
lube and condom. 

"I think Christmas came early this year." Derek 
heard the huskiness in his own voice. He could see 
by Max's expression that he liked his answer. 

Max leaned over and whispered, "Knees or 
back?" 

"Oh, back. I want to see you. I, uh, I haven't 
been with anybody in a while. I've been busy and 
just, go slow, okay?" Derek wanted Max more than 
he'd ever wanted anything, but he didn't want to 
ruin things by getting hurt. 

"It's been a while for me too, and there 
haven't been many at that. I'll be very careful with 
you." 

Max prepared himself, covering his hard cock 
with a condom and slicking it with lube. Derek met 
his eyes and took hold of his legs, pulling them up 
and out to make room for Max between them. Max 
lubed his fingers, and then reached for the small, 
tight hole that was displayed before him. 


Derek rocked onto the finger that slid inside 
him. He sighed and squeezed against the intrusion, 
loving the feel of Max's finger invading him, 
stretching that tight ring of muscle then pushing 
deeper, turning and twisting. Unable to keep silent, 
Derek hummed with pleasure as Max inserted 
another finger, slowly easing them in and out. 
Derek rocked, meeting each inward stroke. 

"One more, I need one more, Max. You're a 
big guy. My big guy, huh?" 

"Yeah, Derek, I'm your big guy, for sure. Here 
you go. Now you let me know if it hurts." Max 
watched him closely as he inserted another finger 
into Derek's stretched hole. A flush and then a 
smile spread over Derek's face, and Max chuckled. 
The added finger sent waves of intense sensation 
radiating outward from the spot where three large 
fingers moved and twisted inside him. 

"Please, Max." 

That was all Max needed. He drew his fingers 
out, wiping them on the top sheet beside him. 
Derek gazed intently at his lover as Max moved 
into position and wasted no time in making Derek 
his. As the flared head of Max's cock invaded him 
Derek groaned, and then sighed. 

Max didn't pause. Once he'd breached the hole 
between Derek's taut cheeks, he slid all the way 
inside until his balls rested against Derek's ass. He 


reached to take Derek's legs and placed them over 
his shoulders, then braced his hands on the bed on 
either side of Derek. Only then did he _ pause, 
leaning down to kiss Derek's already open mouth. 
Derek moaned, exulting in the sensations from his 
full aching ass to his equally full, hungry mouth. 
He thrust his hips up, letting Max know he could 
move. 

As Max steadily increased the speed and 
strength of his thrusts, Derek smoothed his hand 
over as much of Max's body as he could reach. 
Despite his body being taken over by the pounding 
it now received, Derek reveled in the feel of Max's 
skin beneath his hands. He squeezed the muscles in 
Max's back, going from shoulders to hips, then 
reaching to clutch Max's ass cheeks. Caressing and 
smoothing, he worshipped the body of the man 
making love to him. 

Derek began moving his lips over Max's neck 
and shoulders, dropping kisses then licking a path 
from the dip at the base of Max's throat up to his 
chin and settling on his mouth. Max increased his 
thrusts, his breathing hard and fast. Derek could 
tell it was almost over for him, so he squeezed 
and released around Max's’ cock, loving Max's 
shudder and deep groan. 

"Derek, God, man, I'm coming. I can't hold on 
anymore." With that warning, Max came hard, 


jerking into Derek as he pulsed over and over into 
the condom. Derek felt the heat of it inside him, 
and that sent him over the edge into his own 
orgasm. He held onto Max as heat splashed from 
his cock onto his stomach. Minutes passed before 
Max pulled out of him, removed the condom, and 
settled beside him. Max used the corner of the 
sheet to wipe them clean and then pulled Derek to 
him. 

Derek was a snuggler and he hoped Max didn't 
mind. When Max opened his arms and wrapped him 
up tight, Derek got his answer. He sighed, his head 
resting on Max's shoulder, his hand making designs 
on Max's perfect chest, their legs tangled below. 

Max woke Derek the next morning with a kiss. 
They smiled at each other without awkwardness. 
After a quick shower Derek left, before Michael 
woke. 

x x x * 

Derek was impressed with his ability to think 
about the night before while he cuddled with 
children, asking about their Christmas dreams, and 
smiling for the photos. Michael participated in 
several of them. Derek enjoyed spending time with 
the little boy more than ever, because Michael 
reminded him so much of his dad. 

A boy Michael's age came up and Michael 
recognized him. After the picture was taken Michael 


and the little boy, Grayson, stood next to the 
display talking about when school would start back 
up and what they were hoping to get this year for 
Christmas. Derek kept his eye on Michael, but 
knew that Michael wouldn't leave his side. 

A young woman with two screaming babies 
came forward next. Why in the world a parent 
would want a picture with such unhappy children 
was beyond him. Derek spoke to the little ones 
quietly, doing his best to soothe them. The little 
girl calmed until only her sniffles remained, but her 
brother continued to fuss. Derek stole a glance to 
where Michael stood with Grayson and his mother. 
Another scream drew his attention back to his lap 
as the little boy wailed his unhappiness. The mother 
looked close to tears herself. 

"It's OK," Derek told her "This happens 
sometimes." The brother's squalls set off his sister 
again, and Derek's arms were full of squirming, 
crying babies. Trying to hold in a sigh of 
frustration, Derek turned toward Michael again. 
Michael wasn't there. 

Derek peered over his shoulder, trying to see if 
Michael and Grayson had moved behind his chair. 
Still seeing no sign of them, he went against policy 
and stood with the babies in his arms, handing 
them one at a time back to their astonished 


mother. She placed them, still crying, in their 
stroller. 

"I'm sorry, ma'am, but there's an emergency. If 
you can come back later, I'll do your picture and 
pay for it myself. Right now I've got to go." Derek 
stepped off the platform and searched all around 
the display. No Michael. 

“Michael? Michael Martin, where are you?" 
Derek tried to remain calm. He asked the people 
standing in line, "Did any of you see where the 
little elf who was sitting with me earlier went? He 
was standing right there," he pointed to the spot, 
"talking to his little friend." 

Most people looked irritated that he was 
leaving the display, but one lady stepped forward. 
"His mother came to pick him up; I saw her take 
his arm. She kind of fussed at him and pulled him 
away from the other little boy. I thought maybe 
she was mad at him for something. They went that 
way. She pointed behind the display. 

Michael's mother died when he was a baby, 
Derek thought with rising panic. "What did she look 
like?" he asked the woman. 

"She was pretty, with blond hair. And dressed 
nicely, you know, in a suit with expensive shoes 
and a big Gucci purse." 

Derek appealed to parents in the line. "Will 
you all help me search? That wasn't the _ boy's 


mother and I need to find him immediately. If you 
find him, or you see him, please go to any cashier 
and tell them where he is." 

Derek ran in the direction the helpful lady had 
pointed out to him. He grabbed his cell from his 
pocket, turned it on, and called Max. 

"Hey, gorgeous. What's up? Aren't you..." 

“Michael's missing." 

"What! Missing where? What happened, Derek? 
Where are you?" Max sounded frantic. Derek's heart 
pounded and a sick feeling gripped his stomach. 

"I think it was Tawna," he said into the phone. 
"A lady said that a pretty blonde took his arm and 
drew him away, and that she was fussing at him, 
seemed mad. It has to be her. Just come down 
here, please. I'm sorry, Max. He was standing right 
beside the display, talking with a friend from 
school. I had screaming twins on my lap and I 
kept looking over at him to make sure he was still 
there talking to this Grayson. The little boy's 
mother was right there with them. Then the next 
time I looked over, he was gone. He knows better 
than to leave my side, so Tawna must have said 
something to get him to go with her. I'm sorry." 

"That bitch. I'm on my way. Look for him, but 
stay on that floor. I'll keep an eye out on my way 
down. I'm trying not to freak out here." 


"I'm so sorry, Max." Derek couldn't say it 
enough. 

"Not your fault. She was just waiting for a 
chance to get back at me for firing her If she 
hurts one hair on his head, I'll make sure her life 
is hell from now on. Help me find him, Derek." 


Max's voice nearly broke on the last sentence. 


Derek searched the entire floor, telling each 
cashier he passed to keep an eye out and not to 
panic. He looked in every nook and cranny. He 
wished he had the power to lock the doors, but he 
was afraid she had already taken him out of the 
building. All she would have to do is walk straight 
to the escalator, then down and out of the front 
door. God help him, he couldn't stand thinking of 
Michael with her. As Max had said, the bitch! 


He turned a corner and saw Max bearing 
down on him. He wanted so badly to walk into 
Max's arms, but now was not the time. 

"I've looked everywhere on this floor" Derek 
said. "Do you have any ideas where she would take 
him?" 

"No; but God help her when I find her. Come 
on." Max gestured for Derek to follow him. 

Seeing the woman who had witnessed the 
abduction, he grabbed Max's arm and drew him 
toward her. He introduced Max and asked if she 
could remember anything else. 

"Not really. She wasn't very tall. She was 
really made up and had bright red fingernails. The 
boy's eyes went really wide when she grabbed his 


hand, like he was scared, like something was 
wrong. I'm sorry I didn't say anything at the time, 
but I thought it was his mother." She grasped her 
daughter's hand and moved away. 

Max watched them go. Derek could all but feel 
him vibrating with anger. His eyes, when he turned 
back to Derek, were bleak. 

"What's she doing to him? Why is she doing 
this? The police, I need to call the police." Max 
drew out his phone while Derek stood by, feeling 
helpless. He wanted to keep searching; but he 
knew they wouldn't find Tawna and Michael 
standing in an aisle somewhere waiting to be 
found. 

Derek listened as Max gave the  nine-one-one 
operator the information. He agreed to stay on the 
line until the police showed up. 

Derek asked, "Can I go change? I'm sorry, but 
I can't go back and be Santa while Michael is 
missing. I have to help look for him." 

"Yeah, go on. I'm going to run up to the 
office and the penthouse to make sure she didn't 
take him there. I'll meet you back here. We've got 
to find them. Derek, do you think she'll hurt him?" 
Max had never sounded so vulnerable. Derek 
couldn't help it. He stepped in and put his arms 
around Max for a quick hug. 


"No, we're going to find them, and you have 
to promise you'll press charges when we do," he 
said. 

Max snorted, "Don't doubt it." 

Derek hurried to change and soon met Max 
back by the now empty Santa display. Before long, 
a couple of officers showed up. Word spread 
through the store and a crowd had gathered as 
Max and Derek talked to the _ policeman and 
policewoman, Officers Sinclair and Kilgore, 
respectively. 

Derek described the elf costume that Michael 
was wearing and told them how he had 
disappeared. Max explained about firing Tawna last 
week, and replacing her with Derek. They both 
described Tawna's abusive behavior toward Michael. 

"Where's Michael's mother?" asked Officer 
Kilgore, glancing around at the crowd. 

"His mother died when he was a baby. It's 
just been him and me for years. He would never 
leave with Tawna willingly." Frowning, Max pressed 
a hand to his forehead. Derek knew what the 
gesture meant. Max felt a migraine coming on, but 
there was no way he would succumb to the pain 
now. 

"What should we do, Officers? I'll close the 
store down if it'll help, but there's no way we can 
monitor everyone who leaves. Tawna may have 


already taken him out of the store. I can't imagine 
what she hopes to gain. Does she want ransom 
money? She knows I'd do anything for Michael. Or 
is she just trying to drive me crazy? God, I don't 
know what to do!" Max steadily became more 
agitated, and Derek knew it was partly due to the 
pain in his head. Sweat beaded on Max's brow and 
tension bunched his shoulders and neck. Any other 
time, he'd have Max lay on a bed or couch and 
he'd be massaging him, trying to help ease the 
pain. 

"Do you have anything you can take for your 
headache?" Derek asked quietly. 

Officer Sinclair darted a look from Derek to 
Max. "Are you alright, sir? Do we need to call 
someone, an ambulance maybe?" 

"It's just a migraine. I get them. I've got 
medicine in my bathroom." Max tried to sound 
strong, but Derek could tell his head was killing 
him. "Derek, will you go get it for me? I need one 
of the little white pills. Keep your cell on." 

Derek ran to the elevator When the doors 
opened he saw Michael's elf hat lying on the floor 
in the corner. 

He ran back far enough to see Max and the 
police and shouted, "Max! Officers, over here!" Then 
he doubled back to make sure no one got near 


the elevator. When Max came to a breathless halt 
beside Derek, his eyes widened. 

"That wasn't there when I came down while 
He bent to reach for it, but Officer Sinclair 


ago. 
stopped him. 

Derek's stomach dropped when the female 
officer pulled on latex gloves and slipped the hat 
into an evidence bag, just like in an episode of 
CSI. He thought his heart would stop. Evidently 
Max shared the sensation, because he stepped back 
with a hand pressing his chest. 

"Where does this go?" Officer Kilgore indicated 
the elevator. 

"It's a private elevator mostly used by office 
personnel, and Michael and me. It goes to the 
offices on the fifth floor and to the penthouse 
where we live. It doesn't even stop on the other 
floors." Max spoke in a subdued voice. Derek knew 
he couldn't raise his voice much above a whisper 
or his head would pound unmercifully. 

“Would she know that?" Officer Sinclair asked. 

"Sure, she used to use it all the time," Max 
replied. 

"Then I'd say after you came down on it, she 
and Michael got on and went to one of those 
floors." 

Derek agreed and felt a burst of hope. They 
all entered the elevator, the officers saying they 


would search the office floor and instructing Max 
and Derek to check the penthouse. 

When they go to the penthouse, Max went 
straight to the bathroom off his bedroom and took 
a pill, leaning on the counter for a moment. Derek 
followed him, and when he laid his head on Max's 
chest, Max's powerful arms went around him. He 
felt Max shudder and wished he could do or say 
something to make him feel better. 

"Mr. Martin?" Officer Kilgore called from the 
door of the penthouse. They hurried to her and 
saw her holding up a tiny white rectangle. 

"This was on the floor by the elevator door," 
She said, holding out her hand to them, "Do you 
know if it's his?" 

"Yes!" Derek exclaimed. "It's the gum I gave 
him. He works with me on the Santa display, and 
if you're going to be that close to people you have 
to have nice breath. He and I both use this gum. 
We always have two or three in our pockets." He 
turned to Max, a smile on his face. "I bet you 
that smart little boy is leaving us clues; first his 
hat and now this. Let's go see if he left any 
others." Derek took Max's hand, leading him out of 
the door and back to the elevator. 

They got off on the office floor. Max headed 
for his office and Derek to his. Checking in the 
bathroom next door, Derek found nothing and came 


back out, shaking his head. Max did the same. 
That left another couple of offices and the storage 
room at the end of the hall. Officer Sinclair met 
them at the elevator and talked quietly to Officer 
Kilgore. Derek started down the hall. 

His eyes were trained on a tiny white spot by 
the storage room door. As he got closer he realized 
it was another piece of gum, this one smaller. 
Michael had broken a piece in half and dropped it. 
He probably had only two left in his pocket. What 
a bright kid! 

"Max, over here. He's left us another clue." 
Derek waved the others over. The officers hurried 
to him and Max moved as fast as he could, 
considering his head probably felt like it was going 
to burst. 

The officers pulled Derek away from the 
storage room door. 

“What's in there?" Officer Kilgore whispered. 

"It's just a storage room for supplies needed in 
the offices: boxes of paper, desk supplies. There's a 
closet with cleaning supplies for the janitors," Derek 
told them. 

"Stand back," Officer Sinclair said; his hand on 
his gun. The room wasn't locked, and the man 
opened the door and pushed it wide. Nothing 
moved inside. It appeared empty. Derek's heart 
sank. 


He jumped as the officer said loudly, "Michael, 
are you in here?" 

A noise drew their attention to the closet door. 
Derek and Max beat the officers to the closet and 
Derek jerked the door open. He thought his heart 
would burst when he saw Michael sitting on the 
floor with duct tape over his mouth, his eyes 
streaming tears and his arms wrapped around 
himself as if he were freezing. A set of keys lay 
on the floor beside him. 

Derek hurried to pick Michael up, knowing that 
bending over would probably be more than Max 
could handle right now. He turned to face the 
others. Tears trickled down Max's face too. Derek 
didn't know if it was relief or pain or both. 
Moving quickly to stand close to Max, Derek held 
Michael so that Max could reach out to touch him, 
and cup the back of his son's head. Derek saw 
what the migraine was doing to Max and he knew 
that the man needed to be horizontal and quiet as 
soon as possible. Max was shaking and sweat 
beaded on his forehead. 

"I'm going to hold onto you for a second," 
Derek said, carrying Michael out of the closet. 
"Daddy has another really bad headache. This is 
Officer Sinclair." He pointed to the man, and then 
to the woman. "And this is Officer Kilgore. They 


helped us look for you." Derek pointed out the set 


of keys to Officer Sinclair Using a pen from his 
pocket, the policeman hooked them and picked them 
up, and put them into another evidence bag. 

Derek knew Max needed to hold his child, but 
he looked as if his migraine was steadily getting 
worse, and Derek didn't want to add to his strain. 
Besides, Officer Kilgore stepped forward just then. 

"Michael," she said gently, "we need to take 
that tape off your mouth. I'm sorry, honey, but it's 
going to hurt." Holding one side of Michael's head, 
she ripped the tape off all at once. 

Michael yelled. He grabbed his face as more 
tears sprang from his eyes. 

"I know, hon, but that was the only way to do 
it," the officer said. "If you take it off slowly, it 
just hurts longer. You're a very smart little boy, 
aren't you? You left us clues to help us find you. 
Do you know where the lady went?" 

Michael sent a silent appeal to his daddy and 
Max reached for him. Michael was so good, so 
keenly aware of Max's pain. He wrapped his legs 
around his dad and laid his head on Max's 
shoulder, putting one hand up to pat his cheek 
tenderly. 

"I love you, Daddy." 

"I love you, too, Michael," Max whispered. "I 
was so scared." 


"It was Tawna. She was mad and she said you 
were hurt and I should go with her that you 
needed me to make it better. How did she know 
you had another headache?" 

Max took a deep breath and swayed a little. 

"Whoa, Max, give Michael back to me and let's 
get you to your bedroom so you can lie down. 
We'll all pile on the bed and be really still and 
quiet. Michael, Tawna didn't know about your 
daddy's headache. She lied to you. His migraine 
came on while we were looking for you."Max let 
Derek take Michael, a clear indication of how badly 
he was hurting. 

"You did a good job leaving clues for us to 
follow. That was very smart of you. The hat and 
the pieces of gum you left behind helped us find 
you. Your dad and I are very proud of you. Now, I 
need you to help me take care of him." 

Michael nodded his head, then dropped it to 
Derek's shoulder, peering over to watch his father. 
Derek turned to see how pale and shaky Max 
looked. Worry for Max and relief in finding Michael 


had Derek nearly shaking himself. 

The two officers each supported one of Max's 
arms as they reentered the elevator and rode it up 
to the penthouse. The officers asked Max if he was 
sure he didn't want to go to the hospital. Max told 
them unequivocally, no. With Max and Michael 
settled on the bed in the darkened room, Derek 
walked the officers to the door. 


"What will happen now? I can look in the files 
and find her address for you; her phone number 
and any information we have. Max and I have 
already talked about this. We want to press 
charges." 

"You and Mr. Martin?" Officer Sinclair's 
eyebrows went up. "Are you a couple? You can 
speak for Max?" 

"Uh..." Derek paused, uncertain what to call 
their relationship. "We're a couple, but I won't 
speak for him. We did talk, and I was under the 
impression that he definitely wanted to pursue 
charges. Can we talk about that when you find her 
and his head isn't splitting? I really need to check 
on him." 

"We'll contact you as soon as we find out 
anything. I'm glad we found young Michael and 
that he wasn't hurt badly. We'll be in touch, Mr. 
Campbell." Officer Kilgore reached to shake Derek's 
hand. 

After locking the door behind the officers, 
Derek hurried into the kitchen to grab a banana 
and some juice for Michael and a bottle of water 
for him to share with Max. Derek felt like he and 
Max could both use a good stiff drink, but Max's 
migraine took precedence right now. 

When he walked into the bedroom, he stood 
for a second taking in the scene on the bed. If he 


believed in mystical occurrences, he would swear a 
spiritual aura hovered over the bed, steeped in 
colors of love. Max lay on his back very still, and 
Michael sat cross-legged beside him, softly stroking 
Max's head while humming a slow version of "Jingle 
Bells". This kid was a keeper! 

Michael looked up when he saw Derek. Sadness 
Shadowed his eyes. "Will you do it? I don't do so 
good like you. He hurts a lot." 

"I know, sweetheart. I'll take over. I brought 
you a little snack. You sit on the other side of 
him and hold his hand like before. I think that 
helped him last time. It gives him something good 
to focus on. He loves you very much." 

"Is it ‘cause of me his head hurts this time?" 
Michael asked, getting onto his knees and crawling 
around Max to the other side of the bed. 

"No, baby," Derek whispered. "It's because of 
Tawna and how mean she is. He was scared to 
death we wouldn't find you and he's mad that she 
took you. Did she say why she did it?" Derek 
handed Michael the banana and set the juice box 
onto the table by the bed. 

"She said Daddy was supposed to be hers. I 
guess she didn't know he would like you better, 
huh?" 

Derek marveled at how, without realizing it, 
Michael had just hit the nail on the head. But 


Derek wasn't going to pursue that line of thought 
with the child. Instead, he asked about something 
that had been puzzling him. 

"Did Tawna say anything about the keys she 
left by you? Do you know why they were there?" 

"She just threw them down and said they were 
worthless. How can keys be worthless? Don't they 
open stuff?" Michael tilted his head and waited for 
an answer. 

"They do, indeed, hon; unless the locks have 
been changed. She was upset that she couldn't get 
into the offices any more. Too bad about that. Let's 
forget her and think about your dad right now. 
You're going to help me make him feel better, 
huh?" 

"Yeah, I don't like it when he hurts so bad." 
Michael patted Max's chest gently. 

"Do you know if you all have a heating pad, 
Michael?" 

"It's in the closet in the hall by the extra 
bathroom. Sometimes Daddy uses it on my tummy 
if it hurts," Michael said around a bite of banana. 

Derek found it along with an extension cord. 
He plugged it in by the bed and turned it on to 
Medium. Then he went to the bathroom, ran cold 
water in the sink and pulled out about six 
washcloths. He hurried to the kitchen again for 
some ice cubes, which he placed in the sink with 


the washcloths. He put a towel by the sink and 
brought another to the bedside table. 

He placed the now very warm pad on Max's 
feet and covered it with the end of the comforter 
to hold it in place. The heat would draw blood 
away from Max's’ head, relieving some of the 
pressure. Next Derek wrung out one of the wet, 
cold cloths, dried his hands, and brought the cloth 
to the bed. 

"Max, I'm going to put a cold compress over 
your eyes. It will help with the pain. Just relax, 
hon." Then Derek began the soft stroking motions 
with his fingers. 

"Aren't you going to hum to him like you did 
before? I think he liked it," Michael said. 

"If you think so, then I will. You're done with 
your snack. Just drop the peeling into the trash by 
the bed and lie down beside your dad. Feeling you 
close to him will help, I promise." Derek thought 
for a second, and began to very softly hum 
Lambert's slow version of "Mad World". He thought 
the title appropriate for the occasion. He watched 
Michael move very slowly as he settled beside Max. 
Max raised his arm a little and Michael slid closer, 
laying his head in the open space Max provided. 
Max enclosed Michael in a soft embrace and 
Derek's heart melted. He kept humming and 
stroking. 


Reaching up, Derek flipped the cloth over to 
put the cool side down. For the next hour he 
moved back and forth to the bathroom, getting cold 
compresses and replacing them as needed. He saw 
that Michael had gone to sleep and that Max's arm 
lay relaxed around his son. He could tell that 
Max's pain was easing. The tension had all but 
drained from his shoulders and the tightness around 
his eyes had lessened. 

Derek leaned and pressed a gentle kiss against 
Max's forehead. How he hated seeing this strong 
vibrant man brought so low by pain. Max sighed 
and turned his head a little toward Derek's lips. 
Derek smiled and placed more soft kisses along 
Max's forehead, his nose, his cheek and chin. He 
didn't interrupt his humming, though he was 
growing awfully tired. 

"Shh, rest now. Lie down with us," Max said 
to him. 

"Better?" Derek asked. 

"Mmm-hmm, need you. You really help," Max 
murmured, raising his other arm for Derek to 
snuggle closer. Derek put his head on that perfect 
spot where Max's shoulder and neck met and felt 
himself giving in to sleep too. His last thought was 
of what a sweet picture they must have made. 


Chapter Five 

Derek woke to the sound of the cell phone on 
the bedside table. Max and Michael were both 
sound asleep. Sliding off the side of the bed, he 
grabbed the phone and headed out of the room 
with it. 

"Mr. Martin?" asked an authoritative voice. 

"No, this is Derek Campbell. Mr. Martin is 
indisposed right now. May I help you?" 

"This is Officer Sinclair. I'd really like to speak 
with Mr. Martin. I know he had a bad headache, 
but we've apprehended Tawna and we'd like to 
have Mr. Martin come in." 

As far as he was concerned, Tawna could cool 
her heels at the police station until Max felt better, 
but he said, "Just a moment, Officer. I'll see if he 
feels well enough to come down." 

Derek returned to the bedroom to find Max 
leaning on the doorframe, a question in his pretty 
teal eyes. 

"They found Tawna and want you to come 
down to the police’ station. Do you feel well 
enough? How's your head?" Derek handed Max the 
phone. "It's Officer Sinclair." 

"Hello, Officer Sinclair This is Max Martin. 
Where did you find Tawna?" Max raised an arm, 
inviting Derek to his side. Derek snuggled against 
him, trying to listen to the explanation, but unable 


to hear the other side because of the difference in 
their height. He relaxed when Max gently squeezed 
his neck then moved his fingers on the base of 
Derek's skull, tunneling through his hair. 

"Yes, sir. I can come down. I'm not sure what 
you can charge her with. I don't know about 
kidnapping, since she didn't take him off the 
premises, but some kind of malicious intent. I don't 
think she should get off without some kind of 
punishment." Max's fingers tightened on Derek's 
neck, but he realized what he was doing and eased 
up, smoothing over the area. "That was wanton 
endangerment. What if Michael had been so scared 
that he threw up with his mouth taped like that? 
Yes, sir. I'm sure she's full of remorse. Sorry, about 
the sarcasm, but I don't believe it." 

"Yes, sir. I'll be down within the hour, with my 
lawyer." Max hung up and said to Derek, "I'm 
going down to the station. I want her charged. I'll 
have to see what they'll do, but she's not getting 
by with scaring my child." Max quivering with 
renewed anger. 


"Hey, relax, hon. You'll get your headache back. 
Do not go down there and get so upset that you 
undo all my good work. I'm about hummed out," 
Derek teased him. If Max came home with another 
headache, Derek would hum and “stroke until his 
couldn't hold up any longer. 


"Yes, sir I'll be calm, but firm. I want her to 
be punished, Derek." 


"Daddy?" Michael's voice was right behind them. 
He was looking up at Max with a worried 
expression on his face. 

"Hey, buddy. Are you okay?" Max bent to pick 
Michael up. Michael's head went right to Max's 
shoulder in a gesture of need that Derek 
understood. 

"Um-hmm. Are you gonna hit Tawna?" Michael 
asked quietly. 

"Hit her? No, what would make you think that? 
You know I don't hit," Max said, pulling back to 
see Michael's face. 

"You said you were gonna punish her. She 
always told me that she would punish me if I 
didn't sit quiet, and if I told you what she was 
like. I was afraid to tell you." Michael raised his 
head from Max's shoulder. "She always raised up 
her hand like she was gonna hit me when she 
said it." Michael drew his hand back to show Max 
what he meant. 

Max froze. Derek saw his effort to keep his 
dismay from showing on his face. "Did she ever hit 
you?" 

"No, not really. She grabbed me sometimes and 
pulled on me if I didn't hurry enough for her, but 
she didn't punch me. Don't let them hit her, 
Daddy." Michael rested his head next to Max's 


neck. Derek understood the comfort Michael found 
in that spot. 

"Honey, I don't think they'll hit her, but grown 
people have to be punished when they're bad, just 
like kids do, but in different ways. She might have 
to spend some time in jail or something like that." 
Max tried to relieve his son's mind. 

"But she'll miss Christmas," Michael said, 
jerking his head back up to look from Max to 
Derek. 

Oh, crap. Michael didn't want Tawna punished. 
Personally, Derek didn't care if the bitch missed 
Christmas and a few other holidays. What would 
Max say now? 

"I tell you what, Michael. I'll go down there 
and see what the police want to do. I'll make sure 
no one hits her, but I promise you they don't do 
that kind of thing. But honey, she can't be allowed 
to get away with what she did to you, to all of 
us. Derek was frantic when you were missing and I 
was so scared I got sick. She took you out of 
meanness. She wanted to hurt us all, and she did. 
That's not fair, is it?" Max looked intently at 
Michael. 

Michael looked at Max, and then turned to 
look at Derek, his eyes very sad. "I'm sorry you all 
were scared. I was, too, really." 


"That's all over now. You stay here with Derek. 
How about I bring back supper for all of us? We 
kind of missed it, and we need to celebrate you 
being back with us and safe. Besides, I'm hungry. 
Derek, I'll call when I leave the station and see 
what you all decide you want. That okay?" 

"I have a better idea," Derek said. "How about 
Michael and I go shopping and we'll fix supper 
here for us. I promise it will be great, something 
special for each of us. If you still trust me with 
him?" Derek could hardly meet Max's gaze. 

"Of course I do. This was aimed at both of 
us, Derek. Michael, you feel safe with Derek, don't 
you?" Max asked. 

Without answering, Michael reached his arms 
out for Derek, and the transfer was made smoothly. 
Derek hugged Michael close, so happy they'd found 
him relatively unharmed and not traumatized by the 
events of the day. Michael hugged Derek's neck 
tight and Derek returned the embrace, looking over 
Michael's shoulder at Max, who was smiling at the 
love in front of him. 

x x x * 

They soon headed out; Max to the police 
station, and Derek and Michael in another direction. 
They would grab something for supper, but that 
wasn't the reason for the outing. He spent so much 
time with Michael and working for Max that he 


hadn't had a chance to shop. He knew what he 
wanted to get for Max, and he wanted to help 
Michael find something too. 

They were both bundled up for the cold 
weather, but there was no snow to contend with 
today. Nothing could dampen his spirits right now, 
with Michael's hand in his and a goal in mind. 

"I've got a secret, Michael. You and I are 
going Christmas shopping. Do you know what you 
want to get your dad?" Derek held tight to 
Michael's hand as they walked along the crowded 
sidewalk, filled with a frenzy of holiday shoppers. 

"Oh, Derek, that would be fun. But, I don't 
got any money." Michael's brows furrowed. 

"I've got your back, little man." Derek stopped 
and held out his hand for Michael to smack. They 
had a plan. 

Derek knew what he wanted to buy for Max. 
More than once during the past week he'd seen 
Max's eyes light up when a commercial came on 
the TV about vacation spots in the tropics. Max 
seemed to love the sun and the water. He always 
commented on the colors in the waves. 

There was a wonderful bookstore that Derek 
loved to visit in his spare time, and he had seen 
a set of large coffee table books with accompanying 
DVDs about the Caribbean islands. Derek figured 
Max would just get lost in them. Maybe one day 


they could plan a vacation together and see some 
of the places themselves. 

"In here, Michael." Derek held the door open, 
standing aside with Michael as a couple of men 
walked out, their arms around each other. They 
seemed so obviously a couple that Derek wished he 
and Max were further along in their relationship. 
Despite his telling the officer that they were a 
couple, he and Max really hadn't talked much about 
it. That needed to be remedied soon. 

"Derek, are you comin'?" Michael squeezed his 
hand to get his attention. Derek had been watching 
the two men walk down the street, bumping hips 
and laughing together. Wasn't envy supposed to be 
a bad thing? 

"Sure, bud. Sorry. Come look over here. I want 
you to see these books. They're really big and have 
gorgeous photos of the islands. I think your dad 
would like them. You sit in this chair and tell me 
what you think." Derek selected a book and set it 
on Michael's lap. He sat on the arm of the chair 
and turned a few pages. 

When Michael looked up at Derek with his 
bright eyes shining and a big smile on his face, 
Derek knew he'd found the perfect gift. 

"Daddy always sits up and scoots closer when 
the travel shows are on the ocean stuff. He says 
he likes the big turtles and he'd like to see them." 


Decision made, Derek bought the whole set of 
books and DVD's and had them wrapped before 
they left the store. 

"It's a secret now, okay? Don't tell your dad." 

Okay, but what am I going to get him?" 
Michael asked, looking sad and a little worried. "I 
don't have a gift for him." 

"We'll keep shopping and see if we find the 
perfect thing for him." As they exited the store, 
Derek called in their order for supper, pausing to 
ask Michael about his dad's favorite dessert. He left 
instructions for the food to be delivered in two 
hours, leaving plenty of time for shopping. 

As they passed a gift shop, Derek saw it: the 
perfect gift for Michael to give his dad. He stopped 
and pointed into the store window. 

"Look, Michael. See that pretty shell? Did you 
know that if you hold a shell up to your ear you 
can hear the ocean?" 

“"Nuh-uh," Michael said. 

"Uh-huh." Derek ushered Michael inside. On a 
back wall they found several conch shells on a 
Shelf just out of Michael's reach. 

Michael pointed to a large one. "That one's 
pretty. Can I hold it? I'll be careful." 

"Sure." Derek handed it to Michael and helped 
him hold it up to his little ear. His brows went up 


and his eyes widened as he heard the roaring 


inside the shell. 


"I hear it, Derek, I hear it. It is the ocean. It's 
going whoosh, whoosh just like the waves do. 
Daddy would love this. Can I get it?" He paused, 
holding the prized shell to his chest. "How much 
does it cost?" 


Derek managed to keep his face straight as he 
checked the price. "Don't worry, we can afford it. 
Are you sure this is the one you want?" Seeing 
Michael's death clutch on the shell, Derek already 
knew the answer. Michael nodded emphatically, his 
hair flopping back and forth. 

"Shall we have them wrap it for you so your 
dad won't see it until Christmas morning?" A 
horrible thought followed his question: what if Max 
didn't invite him to be there on Christmas morning? 

"Derek, I'm sad." Michael said, quietly as they 
headed for the register. 

"Honey, what are you sad about? You know 
you're safe now, right?" As they stood in line, 
Derek made sure he had a hand on Michael at all 
times. 

"We don't have a tree in our house. We don't 
have a place to put the presents." 

Oh, good Lord. Michael was right. There were 
so many trees all over the store, but none in the 
penthouse. 

"Hon, why didn't you tell your dad you wanted 
a tree?" Or maybe he had, Derek thought, but Max 


had nixed the idea. 

“Daddy's so busy all the time. I thought he 
just didn't want to do it." 

Derek made a quick decision. He hoped Max 
wouldn't mind, but after today, he figured anything 
Michael wanted would be granted. 

"Come with me. We're going on a whirlwind 
shopping spree," Derek said. 

"Where?" 

"Io get a tree, a small one we can put on a 
table in the living room. We can all decorate it 
tonight after supper." 

Michael's little brow puckered in a frown. "But 
what with? We don't have the sparkly things to put 
on it." 

"Well, we'll figure something out." 

They found a shop with a sale on ornaments. 
Derek found packages of beads in pretty iridescent 
colors and grabbed four of them. Michael found 
some sparkly stars and angels. Soon their arms 
were full and they headed for the checkout counter, 
only to double back when Derek realized they'd 
forgotten lights. 

After dropping their packages off in the 
penthouse they headed down to the second floor 
storage room. Two Christmas trees stood propped in 
the corner. 


"Will one of those do?" Derek asked Michael. 
They found boxes of ornaments and had fun 
choosing the ones that would look best on their 
tree. Back upstairs, they moved a low coffee table 
over in front of the big window and covered it 
with a red tablecloth that Derek found in a drawer. 
They had just opened the boxes of decorations 
when they heard the front door open. 

"Daddy!" Michael ran to Max, who caught him 
up and held him close. Derek watched as Michael's 
legs went around Max's waist and his arms curved 
up around his neck. 

"We shopped, Daddy, look!" Michael pointed to 
the tree. 

Derek held his breath as Max took in the tree 
on the table and the boxes around it. His brows 
went up as his gaze shifted to Derek. 

"IT hope it's all right. I thought we could 
decorate it together tonight... to celebrate." Derek 
hated that he sounded so insecure, but he had 
made some big decisions on his own. Now he 
waited to learn if Max would agree with those 
decisions. 

"It's a wonderful idea. I feel bad that I didn't 
think of it." Max winked at Derek over Michael's 
head. 

"Michael said you were too busy," Derek 
explained. 


Just then the delivery man rang the phone 
from downstairs, and Derek went down to pick up 
the food. Meanwhile Max and Michael set the table 
in the little dining room off the kitchen. It didn't 
escape Derek's attention that not one word had 
been said about Tawna. Derek certainly wasn't going 
to bring it up. He figured that Max was protecting 
his son from any negativity tonight, and Derek 
applauded the idea. 

There followed a wonderful night. They ate 
supper and laughed. Derek served dessert and they 
moaned at the delicious brownies with ice cream 
that Michael had requested. They moved into the 
living room. Derek turned on Christmas music and 
they decorated their tree. Max and Derek took 
turns lifting Michael to place things near the top. 

When they put Michael to sleep that night, he 
was a happy, secure little boy. As much as Derek 
loved Michael and enjoyed their time together, he 
was thrilled now to have Max to himself. 

He finished clearing the dishes and cleaning up 
the kitchen, then headed back to the living room, 
lit now only by the tree lights. Max caught him as 
soon as he entered the room. 

"You did a wonderful job with Michael tonight," 
he whispered, nuzzling his nose into Derek's neck. 
"Thank you. The tree was a great idea." 


"It was Michael's idea," Derek said. "And I 
remembered there were a couple of extra trees in 
storage. Tell me quickly what happened with Tawna, 
and then I have a question about Christmas." 

"Forget about her. What about Christmas?" Max 
walked with Derek to the tree, taking one last look 
before turning off the lights. From there, he led 
Derek to his bedroom and locked the door. He set 
the monitor on the bedside table, turned down the 
bed, and opened his arms. 

Derek walked into them, feeling like he was 
coming home. He sighed deeply as Max's arms 
enfold him. 

"Christmas?" Max reminded him softly, his lips 
moving over Derek's forehead and up into his hair. 

Derek gathered his courage and opened his 
heart. "I'd love to spend it with you and Michael. 
But the question is; do you want me here as much 
as I want to be here?" 

"Derek, I want you here all the time. I'd ask 
you to move in, but it's not just me I have to 
think about. I have to consider how it would affect 
Michael, and if you're even ready for that level of 
commitment." Max put a finger on Derek's lips 
before he could speak. "We'll talk about this after 
Christmas. I want you to spend Christmas Eve with 
us so that we can both be here when Michael 
opens his gifts. I want to share that with you." 


"That would make me very happy." Derek 
blinked back tears at the prospect of his dreams 
coming true. There was no doubt in his mind that 
he was falling in love with Max, and he was 
beginning to believe Max felt the same way. 

"Before I kiss you and take you to bed with 


Max said, "I'll fill you in on Tawna." 
x x x * 


me, 


Max had called his lawyer, Carl Mason, and 
the man was at the station when Max got there. 
They met with the officers, and along with the 
lawyers hired by Tawna's parents, they watched 
while she broke down during questioning. 

Through thick glass Max watched her big tears 
roll down her cheeks while she explained how she'd 
fallen in love with him, and been led to think 
there might be a chance for them as a couple. 
The officer asked specifically what type of behavior 
had given her that idea. From his understanding, 
Max Martin was gay and therefore not interested in 
women at all. 

"Lots of men have told me I'm beautiful, and I 
thought I could change his mind; you know, make 
him want me? I even offered to babysit his brat." 

Max wanted to crash through the window and 
grab her by the neck. His lawyer's hand on his 
arm barely calmed him. His pulse points throbbed. 


"About his child, Michael. Why did you offer to 
watch the boy if you didn't care for him?" the 
officer asked. 

"Du-uh," Tawna said, tilting her head like she 
thought the officer was particularly slow. "Nothing's 
more important to Max than that little brat. I knew 
that if I could get in with him, I'd get closer to 
Max." 

"So, what happened? You lost the job a week 
ago, right?" The officer studied her closely as he 
angled for information. "If my information is correct, 
you shouldn't even have been in the building." 

"I still had my keys, but he'd changed the 
locks. Can you believe that? He didn't trust me!" It 
was clear Tawna didn't understand why. 

As Max watched her, he couldn't believe he 
hadn't seen right through her before. Business was 
no excuse for not being more aware of what was 
going on so close to his son. He continued to feel 
like a failure in the parent department. 

"There was some mention of you not treating 
the boy with, shall we say, the kindness and caring 
of a babysitter. I gather this was a recent addition 
to your job requirements. You offered to take over 
for his usual sitter, is that right? You asked for the 
job as caretaker of young Michael?" 

Max liked this officer who was asking the 
right questions every time and repeating some in 


an attempt to trip her up. Max barely managed to 
stay quiet as he watched the proceedings. He 
understood that not everyone in his position would 
be allowed to observe this part of the process. 
Evidently it had to do with the nearness of the 
holiday and the lawyers' desire to _ clear _ their 
dockets. Max didn't care what the reason was, he 
was glad to get the opportunity to see how he'd 
made the biggest mistake of his life. He'd put his 
son at risk by being too ready to accept an easy 
fix to a problem, instead of more fully investigating 
the person he allowed to watch his son. 

Derek came to mind; along with the fact that 
Max hadn't known him long either. As a matter of 
fact, he knew very little about Derek, but he still 
felt safe leaving his son with the man. Was he 
being stupid again, this time because he was being 
led by his dick instead of his brain? He wanted 
Derek in his life. His office and his personal life 
were already running more smoothly with Derek 
directing things. 

Max took a moment and seriously asked himself 
if he was making another mistake. Was he allowing 
his feelings for Derek to color his decision-making 
skills? He had evidence in front of him that he 
was capable of making monumental mistakes when 
pressed for time and in a bind. Was he doing the 


same with Derek, a man he'd known only a short 
time? 

His heart pounded as he stood. Carl questioned 
him with a look. He nodded to the man, letting 
him know that he was fine. 

What was he doing? He'd trusted Derek more 
in two days than he did Carl, when the lawyer 
standing by his side had worked for him for years. 
Derek had recognized what Max had missed and 
taken action to rectify a bad situation. Michael 
already loved Derek and was acting as a 
matchmaker for them. Max had learned his lesson 
in this, for sure. From now on he would be more 
careful, but every instinct told him he hadn't gone 
wrong in trusting Derek... with his son and, he was 


coming to think, with his heart. 


Max tuned back in to the conversation behind 
the glass. Focus, Max, focus! 


Tawna had really turned on the waterworks 
now and was swearing remorse and a renewed 
understanding of the severity of her actions. What 
had he missed in the last few minutes? He 
watched carefully to see if she was playing them. 

Amazingly enough she was making sense. What 
the hell? 

"I know I was wrong. I should never have 
allowed my feelings to overpower my sense of right 
and wrong. I had no business offering to watch 
Michael just to get close to Max, uh, Mr. Martin. 


I'm not good with kids and I didn't know what to 
do with him. I wish I could do it all over again, 
but I know that's not possible. I messed up really 
badly, and I wish I could take it back. Mr. Martin 
was always nice to me and I let it mean more 
than it really did. I just want to tell him I'm sorry 
and go home with my _ parents. I'll agree to 
whatever I'm told to do. I pray that I don't have 
to go to jail. I know that my parents and the 
lawyer are asking for counseling and community 
service. I promise that if you all will agree to 
something like that, it'll make a difference in my 
life." 

"Ma'am, it is not up to us to make that kind 
of decision. Mr. Martin is understandably furious at 
your actions and is ready to press charges. There 
are several that could be put into motion. Besides 
the mental cruelty, the taping of the child's mouth 
and then leaving him alone, hidden, constitutes 
wanton endangerment. As Mr. Martin stated, if the 
boy had been scared enough, gotten sick, and 
thrown up, you could have caused him harm or 
even death. That isn't something we can just sweep 
under the rug." 

"Oh, my God! I never thought of anything like 
that. I'm a terrible person, I am." Tawna's tears 
overflowed as she seemed to realize the serious 
implications of her actions. 


"Why did you do it, Tawna?" asked the officer. 

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I was mad that he 
brought that guy in to take my place. Just fired 
me and put him in my place. I was trying to get 
back at both of them. I wasn't thinking clearly. I 
know I can't be forgiven for what I did. I wish I 
could tell Mr. Martin how sorry I am. I'm a mess. 
I just want to go home with my parents. I'm not 
ready to be on my own." Tawna burst into loud 
sobs, and Max, even as mad as he was, believed 
her. 

"Ms. Fisher, it's not my place to say what will 
happen. It will be up to the lawyers." 

With that, Max turned away from the window. 


"What now?" he asked Carl. 

His lawyer shrugged. "As the officer said, this 
can't be swept under the rug. There's no way we 
can get a DA to look at this tonight, or maybe 
even before the holiday. It's going to be a while 
before it's settled and a lot depends on you. Since 
this was technically a kidnapping, there will have to 
be a meeting with the DA to decide on what 
charges will be set and how she'll be sentenced. 
What do you want done, Max?" The lawyer pushed 
the door open. They moved down the hall and into 
a conference room. 


Max sat and thought a minute. "Michael said 
he didn't want her to miss Christmas." He shook 
his head, thinking of his little boy's big heart. He 
knew that his own wasn't quite as forgiving. 


"I've calmed down," he said. "I'm not quite as 
rabid as I was to begin with. I want her punished, 
but I don't care whether she goes to jail or not. I 
do want her to have the counseling and the 
community service you mentioned. I don't want her 
to be able to step foot in Martin's again. I'm fine 
with her leaving with her parents and serving the 
sentence in whatever damn town they're from. Can 
you ensure that she'll disappear from my life while 
still having to pay for what she did? Just make 
this all go away so I can tell Michael she's okay, 
but we don't have to worry about her ever again." 
Suddenly, all Max wanted was to be home with 
Michael and Derek. 

He and Carl discussed the remaining details 
and then the lawyer stood and closed his briefcase. 
"I'll take care of this for you, Max. I'll earn my 
Christmas bonus this year." 

"You certainly will. Going easy on Tawna will 
make Michael happy, and I'll convince Derek that 
the Christmas spirit got hold of me. Thank you, 
Carl." 

x x x * 

"Wow. Michael will like that, Max. I don't know 
if I could have been as forgiving as you. Of 
course, I didn't see her break down or hear any of 
her excuses. You're quite a man." Derek put one 
hand on Max's cheek, smoothing it, and then 


pushing his fingers further to grasp Max's head and 
bring it down to his. 

"I need you," he said. Derek tilted his head 
and met Max's mouth, opening to welcome Max's 
tongue and meeting it with his, exulting in the joy 
that kissing Max brought him. He put his arms up 
to Max's shoulders and held on as Max swept 
through his mouth with a passionate thoroughness 
that had Derek shaking with need. 

As they kissed, Max's strong fingers combed 
through Derek's hair in the way he loved, letting 
the fine strands run between them. When his lips 
were released much later, Derek murmured, "I like 
the way that feels. As a matter of fact, I just like 
your hands on me." 

"Oh, yeah? I know the feeling. I like your 
hands on me, too, and I love putting mine on 
you." Max swept Derek up and carried him to the 
bed. 

"That's one way to get what you want," Derek 
teased. 

"You mind?" Max paused. 

"Not at all. Maybe I should. I guess being 
carried around isn't the most masculine thing, but I 
like being in your strong arms. Lift me up higher," 
Derek commanded, and when Max complied Derek 
swung one leg down and around so he could circle 
Max's waist. 


Without even a stumble, Max shifted Derek so 
they were face to face. Derek held on tight with 
his legs and Max's hands moved down to grasp his 
behind. 

"Mmm," Derek said, against Max's lips, "that 
feels good, too." He squirmed, moving his hips 
against Max's waist and his butt into Max's hands. 
Max laughed out loud, squeezing and pulling Derek 
more tightly to him. Standing beside the bed, Max 
turned slowly in a circle with Derek in his arms. 
Derek laughed, dropping his head to Max's shoulder. 
"I've found my heaven," he whispered into Max's 
ear. He followed the words with a soft caress, 
teeth and tongue moving gently over the lobe. 

"You're one very sexy man, plenty man enough 
for me, and I like that I can pick you up." Max 
turned his head and _ nuzzled his lips against 
Derek's. "Stay here tonight? In fact, stay here with 
us through the holidays and by then we'll know if 
we're going to take this all the way. Right now I'm 
feeling pretty much in favor of all the way. How 
about you?" 

"You know how I feel. I want to be with you 
as much as I can. I love working for you, making 
your life run more smoothly, and being with 
Michael. Now, take me to bed, Max. I love that 
even more. I want you." Derek ended with a 
shuddering sigh. 


"Mmm, I can tell," Max said, pulling Derek's 
hips closer to him until his hard cock pressed 
against his stomach. He turned and placed Derek 
on the bed, following him down. 

Derek grunted and mumbled, "Poor planning." 

"Hmm?" Max mumbled, his mouth moving over 
Derek's jaw on a clear path to his lips. 

"Clothes, too many clothes. Move. Let me get 
to work here. I'll make it part of my job 
description. Get us naked as soon as possible." 
Derek rolled out from under him and scooted to 
the side of the bed. In seconds, he was nude. He 
stood by the bed, his erection standing high and 
firm while Max gazed at him with intent clear in 
his eyes. 

"Get busy, darlin', you look too good to be 
true. You mentioned heaven before. Help me get 
there," Max ordered. Derek went to the bottom of 
the bed and quickly removed Max's shoes and 
socks, smoothing his hands over Max's feet in a 
quick massage that drew a hum from Max. 
Meanwhile, Max unbuttoned his shirt, his eyes on 
Derek. 

Crawling up the bed, his knees on either side 
of Max's legs, Derek stopped to unbuckle Max's 
belt. Neither could look away as their movements 
became slow and sultry. Derek opened Max's pants 
and slipped his hands inside, drawing both trousers 


and briefs down, knee-walking backward down the 
bed to remove them completely. 

Watching Max, Derek said, "Take off your 
shirt." While Max followed his order, Derek went to 
the bathroom and got a washcloth and a small 
towel which he put on the bedside table. He 
reached into the drawer and pulled out a condom 
and the lube he knew was there, because he'd 
bought it and placed it there himself. Just part of 
his new position, a very special part not necessarily 
in the job description. 

Max lay with his arms behind his head, his 
body on full display. Again, Derek had the 
momentary feeling that Christmas had come early. 
Just look at what was waiting for him, and with a 
welcoming smile on his face, too. Derek climbed on 
the bed, draped himself over Max, and took that 
smile right into his mouth, relishing the taste and 
texture of it. 

He got busy making Max see angels and feel 
the softness of heaven's clouds as he floated in the 
throes of sexual release. Lofty goal perhaps, but 
Derek felt up to the task. 


Epilogue 

Christmas morning, Max got up after sharing 
several long kisses with Derek and unlocked the 
door. Tradition called for Michael to come get in 
bed with Max this morning for snuggling and 
talking. Both Max and Derek were wearing pajamas 
and robes and leaning back against the headboard 
when they heard a timid knock on the door. 

"Daddy?" 

"Come on in, Michael," Max called, giving 
Derek a quick, hesitant glance. Derek smiled back 
and they watched the door open slowly. Michael's 
head appeared first. His eyes became huge when 
he saw Derek in the bed. 

"Derek! You're in the bed with Daddy," Michael 
exclaimed, stating the obvious. 

"Yep, and we're just waiting for you." Derek 
smiled at the little boy who'd stolen his heart as 
much as his father had done. 

Max opened his arms and a small tornado flew 
across the room and jumped onto the bed. Michael 
crawled up between them and went first into his 
father's arms and then into Derek's for morning 
hugs. Lying on top of the covers, Michael crossed 
his feet and settled in. He moved his head back 
and forth trying to see them both. Finally he 
turned over on his stomach so he could look up at 
them more easily. 


"Are you going to live here and sleep with 
Daddy from now on?" he asked. 

"What would you think about that?" Max asked. 

"Do you love Daddy?" Michael asked Derek. 

After the night he'd spent with Max, Derek 
was feeling brave and secure. "I love your daddy 
very much and I love you, too. I'd love to be part 
of your family. Do you think there's room for me 
here?" He watched Michael's face closely, as he 
knew Max did, too. 

"Yeah, you don't take up much room. So I'm 
gonna be like Gracie at school and have two 
dads?" Michael glanced back and forth between 
them. 

"For now, you have a dad and his partner. 
We'll see about the two dads part later," Max said. 
"And, by the way, you stole my thunder, young 
man. I haven't even told Derek that I love him, 


"Well, tell him, Daddy. He needs to hear that. 
It's important." A master of the understatement, 
Michael was. 

"Okay." Max looked into Derek's eyes, his 
features solemn. "I love you, and I'd love it if you 
lived here with Michael and me. We need you in 
our lives. Will you?" 

"Yes, I would love to," Derek said, smiling into 
Max's eyes. 


Michael squirmed to sit up between them. 
"Aren't you going to kiss him? I know you all kiss, 
Daddy." He sounded slightly exasperated with the 
slowness of events. 

Max leaned over and kissed Derek quickly, and 
then grabbed Michael and pulled him over on top 
of him, tickling him until his high peals of laughter 
made them both grin. 

Derek raised his hand to his mouth and 
gasped. "Michael, isn't there something special about 
today?" 

Michael's eyes widened again. "It's Christmas!" 
Michael was up in a flash and bouncing on the 
bed. "Come on, we got you something, Daddy!" 

They moved into the living room and to 
Derek's surprise, instead of finding a gift for 
himself, Michael got the one for his dad and took 
it to him. 

"Will you open mine first?" he asked, hopping 
from one foot to the other in his excitement. Max 
and Derek made room for him between them on 
the couch. 

"Sure, but don't you want to see what you've 
got under there?" Max was clearly surprised too. 

"I will; but Daddy, this is the first time I've 
ever got to give you one. I want to see if you 
like it." 


"You got it," Max said. He ripped the paper 
off. When he opened the box, his eyes lit up much 
as Michael's had when he saw the pretty shell. 

Michael leaned in to say, "If you hold it up to 
your ear you can hear the ocean in it. You like 
the ocean, don't you?" 


"I sure do. Let me see." Max made a big 
production of listening to the shell and gasping 
when he heard the sea sounds in it. "Michael, this 
is perfect. I'll put it on my desk at work. I'll think 
of you every time I look at and when I get 
stressed out, I'll pick it up and listen to the ocean. 
Thank you so much. I love it." Max pulled Michael 
to him for a strong hug and loud kisses. Michael 
giggled. 

"Open Derek's, Daddy. You'll love it, too. 
Michael bounced on the couch in his eagerness to 


see Max's response to Derek's gift. Giving in to the 
little boy's desire, Max opened Derek's present. He 
let out a little gasp when he saw the covers of 
the books and DVDs. 

"Oh, wow. I can't wait to look at these. Good 
job, Derek. Did Michael tell you how much I love 
the ocean?" 

"Well, I'd noticed as much," Derek said, "but 
we talked about it and Michael helped pick these 


"I think I better show you yours right away." 
Max laid the books carefully on the coffee table. 
He went to the tree and reached behind it for a 
flat wrapped gift, which he handed to Derek. 

"Open it, Derek," Michael urged. "See what he 
got you." 

Derek tousled Michael's hair. "Do you know 
what it is?" 

"No, hurry up. I want to see. It's awful flat." 


"Sure is. Let me see." Derek wondered if it 
was a bonus check. That would be fine, but he 
was hoping for a more personal gift. 

He tore the paper away to discover a brochure 
for a Caribbean cruise. His mouth dropped open. 

"What is it, Derek? That's a big ship, huh?" 
Michael pointed to the cruise ship on the cover. 
Derek opened the brochure to find three tickets 
along with pictures of the islands where the ship 
would dock. 

"Is this for real?" he asked. 

"I hope so. Would you like to go on a cruise 
with me? Both of you, of course." 

"Wow, a cruise!" Michael shouted, and threw 
his arms around Max's neck. 

"Yes, yes, yes. Oh, that would be so much fun. 
When are we going?" Derek was as excited as 
Michael. The three of them formed a group hug, 
laughing and toppling backward on the couch. 


"I figured we'd go while Michael was on spring 
break from school. What do you think?" Max moved 
one hand off Michael's back and took Derek's to 
squeeze it. 

"I think that's perfect," Derek said. "Now I 
think somebody has some gifts of his own to 
open." He had one more surprise to show them, or 
rather two, so while Michael opened a new video 
game, Derek slipped out of the room. 

When Derek picked up the kitten yesterday, he 
had been unable to leave its sister there alone. He 
only hoped Max wouldn't mind. 

Downstairs in his office, he found the kittens 
just waking in their carrier and looking sleepy-eyed 
and adorable. One was black with white on her 
paws and on the tip of her tail. Her sister was 
mostly white with splotches of black here and 
there, including one spot on her forehead. 

Outside the penthouse door, he took the kittens 
out of their carrier and placed them both inside his 
robe, holding them gently in place. He went inside 
and saw Michael and Max on the couch, their 
heads together. Quietly Derek came up behind them, 
took the black kitten out and set it on the back 
of the couch. 

At the sound of its tiny meow, Michael and 
Max both swiveled their heads to look behind them. 
Their eyes went wide, Michael's almost comically so. 


He didn't move except for his eyes, which tracked 
the path of the kitten across the back of the 
couch. 

In a quiet voice filled with awe, he said, 
"Daddy, do you see?" 

"I sure do, son." 

"Can I touch it? Derek, can I hold it?" Michael 
looked up at Derek, who was still holding the other 
surprise inside his robe. 

"I think she'd like it if you held her; very 
carefully, of course." Derek reached for the kitten 
and handed it to Michael, who looked like he was 
being given pure gold. Michael slid to the floor 
and sat cross-legged in front of the couch. 

He brought the kitten closer to him and held 
it against his chest, his chin grazing the top of 
her head. Michael looked at his dad and Derek 
with a sweet smile. "Wow, I've got a pet. I can't 
believe it." 

Before they could respond, a loud meow came 
from inside Derek's robe. "Uh, I have a confession 
to make," he said. 

Max nodded. "Sounds like you do." 

Derek came around the couch and sat, letting 
the white kitten poke her head out of his robe. "I 
couldn't help it. They're sisters, and I couldn't leave 
her there all alone. They'll get along well and 
won't fight, or I don't think so, and they can play 


together when Michael is at school. I'll help with 
them..." 
his life. 

Max reached for the kitten and cuddled it. 


"Relax, it's fine. Hey, buddy, you have two kittens. 


Derek felt as though he was begging for 


Can you handle taking care of both of them?" 

Those eyes went big again and Derek just 
melted, as he was sure Max was doing as well. 
Michael nodded, unable to speak. Max bent to put 
the other kitten in Michael's arms alongside the 
first one. They each headed for a shoulder to form 
a kitten collar around Michael's neck. The boy 
glowed with happiness. 

Max smiled at Derek, nodding to let him know 
it really was okay with him. Derek let out the 
breath he felt as if he'd been holding since he 
walked in the door. Max wrapped an arm around 
him as they watched Michael bond with his pets. 

Michael treated them with care, crooning to 
them and smoothing their soft fur, and assuring 
them they would be so happy because he would 
take such good care of them. 

"You're going to have to name them, Michael," 
Max said. "Got any ideas?" 

Michael didn't hesitate. He held out the black 
one for Max to take. "This one is Betsy." He 
handed the other one to Derek. "And this one is 
Sara." 


Max looked surprised. "How'd you ever come 
up with those names?" 

"Betsy is Betsy Ross." Michael stood up, leaning 
his knees on the couch between them. 

"You know who Betsy Ross is?" Derek asked 
him. 

"Yeah, she made the flag." 

"And who is Sara named for?" Max asked. 

"Sara Lee." 

"Who?" Derek and Max said together. 

"She makes pies." 

It was all Derek could do not to laugh out 
loud. He noticed Max biting his lip, too. 

"Betsy and Sara it is, then." Max smoothed his 
hand over the kitten's fur "Are you happy, 
Michael?" 

"So happy, Daddy. This was the best Christmas 
ever." Michael grinned at Derek. "You got what you 
wanted for Christmas, Derek. You said you wanted 
something for Santa, remember? You wanted 
someone to love you, someone who would see you. 
My daddy sees you, and I do, too. Are you a 
happy Santa?" 

"I can't believe you remember that. Come here, 
you." Derek grabbed Michael in a tight embrace. 
"I'm so glad my own little elf showed up that day 
and changed my life." 


Minutes later Michael played with the kittens in 
his room and Derek popped fresh cinnamon rolls 
into the oven. A voice behind him made him turn. 

"So you wanted something for Santa, huh?" 


Max enveloped him in his arms. 


Derek leaned against Max and smiled. "I was 
having a whiny moment on my break and thought I 
was alone. I was lamenting the fact that I was 
tired of losers and being alone. I was saying I 
wanted someone to see me and this sweet little 
voice said, ‘J see you.' I was a goner from then 
on. Michael wanted me to help you with your 
‘main' headache, and the rest is history." Derek 
hesitated, but couldn't stop from asking, "Do you 
really love me?" 


"I really do. I was falling anyway, but seeing 
you with my son makes my heart melt all over 
again. I want to spend way past forever with you; 
working with you, making love to you... a lot; and 
raising my son with you." 

Max pulled Derek away from the kitchen 
counter and kissed him soundly. 

Together they cooked up some bacon to go 
with the rolls. Derek made coffee and Max poured 
orange juice. Finally Derek glanced toward the 
kitchen doorway. "It's been awfully quiet. Maybe 
we'd better go check on Michael." 

Holding hands, which warmed Derek's heart 
even more, they went down the hall to Michael's 
room to discover a scene that made them both 
smile. 


Michael lay on the bed with the two kittens 
beside him. With their tummies full, they had 
curled into tiny balls of black and white’ and 
drifted to sleep in the protective crook of Michael's 
arm. When he saw Max and Derek watching, he 
put a finger to his lips. Max and Derek nodded 
and motioned for him to join them. Very gently he 
eased off the bed and ran to his dad. Max caught 
him up and they went to the kitchen. 

During breakfast, Michael asked about Tawna. 

"She's not going to jail, buddy, but she did a 
bad thing, really bad. She'll be leaving town to go 
live with her parents, and the court has ordered 
her to see a counselor to talk about what she 
did." 

Michael took this in with a somber expression. 
"Is that all?" 

Max shook his head. "She'll also have to do 
community service for a while. That means she'll be 
working to help other people without getting paid. 
The important thing to remember is that she'll be 
far away, and she won't ever be able to hurt you 
again." 

Michael sat quietly for a few minutes. Then he 
asked, "Why did she do it? Was it because I was 
a bad boy like she said?" 

Derek bit back his anger at the woman before 
he said something regrettable. 


"Come here, buddy." Max held out his arms, 
and Michael slid from his chair and climbed into 
his dad's lap. "Look at me, Michael. I want you to 
understand that you were not a bad boy. She was 
a mean woman. She wanted me to like her you 
know, as a girlfriend, and I just didn't. And then 
when I found out how she treated you, I got mad 
and fired her." 

"She was mad because I took her place," 
Derek added. "And then she got really angry when 
our coworkers told her that I did a better job." 

"Was she mad you all are gay, too?" Michael 
asked. "I know sometimes people don't like that. 
They can be mean. Was she mad because you took 
Daddy away from her?" 

"Derek didn't take me away from her, because 
she never had me, Michael. Now, enough about 


her." Max put a finger beneath Michael's chin and 
tipped his face up. "Before Derek came along, you 
were the only one I loved. Now I love him, too. Is 
that okay with you? Like you said, sometimes 
people are mean about it. What if someone says 
something ugly to you about us?" 

Michael sat up straighter. "They better not. 
Nobody talks about my two dads and gets away 
with it!" 

Whoa! Derek's heart turned over. There was 
nothing he'd love more than to adopt Michael, and 


be a dad to him along with Max. He stood, 
reaching for the boy. Michael raised his arms to be 
picked up. "You do know that I love you to pieces, 
don't you, Michael?" Derek asked. 

"Yeah, I know. I love you, too. 
"Daddy Derek." 

Max and Derek laughed at that. 

After breakfast, Michael returned to his room 
to check on his new friends, Betsy Ross and Sara 


He giggled, 


Lee. Max and Derek went to the living room and 
dropped onto the couch. 

"Whew. This has been a fabulous day so far... 
and it's early." Derek leaned back in Max's arms. 

"Ah, there's my happy Santa. I have to say 
you're the sexiest Santa I've ever seen. I've 
certainly never wanted to do this to any other." 
Max took Derek's mouth in a passionate kiss. His 
tongue came out to play and Derek met it with his 
own. Max threaded his fingers through Derek's hair. 
They melted into each other, their sighs mingling, 
the occasional moan slipping out. 

Derek could hardly believe how truly happy he 
was on this magical Christmas morning. Santa had 
gotten more than the something he'd asked for. 
He'd gotten everything he could ever want. 

The End 
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